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ADAPTIVE LEADERSHIP PRACTICES: HIGH SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN
MAINE DURING THE COVID-19 CRISIS
By Ryan Crane
Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Catharine Biddle
An Abstract of the Dissertation Presented
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the
Degree of Doctor of Education
(in Educational Leadership)
May 2022
This research focuses on leadership decisions by high school administrators in Maine in
response to school closures and subsequent reopening plans due the Covid-19 pandemic. The
purpose of this study was to learn the degree to which adaptive leadership was used as a
leadership approach in response to a unique, complex and dynamic set of challenges, and to
discover how the theories of constructive development influenced administrators’ comfort with
adaptive work. Adaptive leadership is identified as the focus for this study based on the
unprecedented magnitude of adaptive challenges caused by the Covid-19 pandemic for school
systems throughout the state of Maine. High schools were intentionally chosen as the
environment for inquiry due to organizational dynamics this study identifies as a barrier to
adaptive leadership (Bowles & Gintis, 1978). To understand how high school administrators led
during the Covid-19 crisis, the researcher interviewed fourteen principals throughout Maine
using a two-part interview protocol. The first part focused on the administrator’s professional
history and development as a school leader, while the second part was conducted to better
understand how administrators implemented collaborative and adaptive leadership strategies

from the months of March 2020 to the reopening of schools. Interviews were transcribed and
coded for emerging themes related to adaptive leadership and cognitive development theory.

Keywords: Adaptive Leadership, Constructive Developmental Theory, Crisis Leadership,
Complex Adaptive Systems
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Crisis schooling, a term adopted to describe ways in which schools maintained
educational services during school closures between March 2020 and June 2020, presented
unique and unexpected challenges for school leadership throughout Maine and throughout the
nation (Biddle et al., 2020; Fisher et al., 2020; Harris et al., 2020). Placed squarely in the midst
of a national health crisis, public school administrators suddenly found themselves
operationalizing district crisis plans, transforming their buildings from institutions of learning to
community staging areas for food and supplies, and making consequential decisions regarding
how their communities would continue to access the many resources communities look to public
schools to provide. Shifting priorities demanded leaders maintain the social and emotional health
of those in their care while providing students an opportunity to continue their education
remotely from home.
Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic continued as educators prepared for the 20202021 school year and school administrators found themselves grappling with potentially lifethreatening decisions around how to safely bring students back to school. In response, the Maine
Department of Education released guidelines and expectations schools were encouraged to
follow upon reopening. Although informative, State guidelines presented a new set of challenges
for school leaders to address (Maine Department of Education, 2020), demanding administrators
rapidly process, communicate, adapt, and adjust within an unpredictable and shifting landscape,
all while remaining sensitive to their school community’s concerns, expectations and socialemotional needs.
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These unique and unprecedented conditions throughout public education created a
number of adaptive challenges for educational leaders, but also a rich environment for scholarly
practitioners to better understanding the nature of leadership within complex organizations and
environments. Early studies highlighting how schools responded to crisis schooling provided
initial insight into ways public schools quickly adjusted their priorities and practices, yet focused
primarily on district-level communication and district-level decision making (Biddle et al., 2020;
Harris et al., 2020). This study seeks to build upon those studies by learning how high school
administrators led during the pandemic, specifically through adaptive leadership practices.
Public documentation posted to district and school websites is one way researchers have
been able to study how districts and schools responded during nationwide school closures, and
highlight the array of challenges presented by the crisis, specifically around food distribution,
providing mental health services, technology distribution, and communicating remote learning
plans and expectations (Biddle et al., 2020; Harris et al., 2020). Analyzing public documentation,
Harris et al. (2020) determined factors such as parent education level and internet accessibility to
be the strongest indicators of positive educational outcomes during the crisis. Their study also
concluded that traditional public schools were comparatively slower to transition to remote
learning than private schools, although the authors noted public school were able to quickly get
“caught up overall, and even surpassed other schools on breadth of services and equity of
access”, attributing responsiveness to the quality of a district’s decision-making capabilities
(Harris et al., 2020 p. 34).
More locally, district level communication in Maine became evident on school district
websites in mid to late February, reflecting a roughly two weeks for schools to prepare for school
closure. The urgency of the situation, however, becomes more apparent in district level
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communications closer to March 13th, the day schools were initially closed (Biddle et al., 2020).
These patterns underscore the immediacy in which Maine schools had to drastically shift
priorities from traditional education expectations to a focus on providing internet connectivity,
maintaining communication and engagement with students through virtual mediums, and
providing social-emotional supports (Biddle et al., 2020). These early inquiries provide the
context for this study. Of particular interest is how building leaders worked through the many
complex challenges presented by the pandemic, as is ways in which administrators’ prior
experiences informed decisions during the crisis. Whereas some of these challenges seem to be
technical in nature (logistics, technology distribution, communication), other challenges around
learning expectations, curriculum adjustments, responses to social emotional needs of students
and faculty, and instructional delivery (synchronous and asynchronous) demanded more adaptive
thinking (Heifetz et al., 2009).
Problem of Practice
The past four decades has been one of significant change in public education. Many
attributed this pattern to the release of the landmark paper “A Nation at Risk,” a watershed
moment prompting a series of federal and state policies and initiatives aimed at increasing
accountability and reforming the public school system (Grady et al., 2008; Gordon, 2003;
Jacobson et al., 2012). Consequently, public schools have endured decades of criticism for their
perceived ineffectiveness, spurring a string of federal and state legislation aimed at creating
greater academic accountability and oversight. These factors have dramatically affected the
nature of the principalship in profound ways. No longer a managerial position, the principalship
has evolved to require more of an intrapersonal, developmental skill set, a disposition requiring
time, experience, and collegiality to develop (Drago-Severson et al. 2017; Parks, 2005).
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Why do public schools continue to be criticized for their perceived inability to meet the
expectations of their communities? The problem may not be with the people per se, but within
the traditional institutional norms that continue to influence how schools operate, and the type of
leadership characteristics these norms attract. It is a criticism that has been explored for decades.
Bowles & Gintis (1978) began to criticize the bureaucratic and hierarchical characteristics of
high schools as obstructors to reform before A Nation at Risk. Glover et al. (2002)
metaphorically critiqued the ineffectiveness of public schools as the result of leaders “Sailing a
square ship” (p. 22). More recently, Glickman & Mette (2020) have challenged the factory-like
system public schools continue to implement, suggesting more democratically led schools would
be better positioned to realize the ideals and potential of public education. Unfortunately, the
organizational characteristics of traditional public schools continue to attract leadership qualities
which often serve to only perpetuate a closed organizational structure, alienating those working
within in it from benefiting from the information, feedback loops, and collaboration that come
with more open systems, qualities necessary for high schools to respond to student, family, and
community needs. A misalignment seems to exist between how public schools are organized and
structured and the environment they occupy (Dooley, 1997), manifesting in myriad problems for
school leaders.
Indeed, school administrators continue to wrestle with ethical dilemmas related to
politics, support for teachers, organizational structures, and the use of authority; however, the
nature of educational leadership itself remains at odds with traditional attitudes that “leaders
should be able to provide quick, technical answers to problems that are actually complex and
nuanced” (Ackerman et al., p. 29, 2018), what Heifetz (1994) refers to as the Great Man
approach to leadership. This study serves a critique of the Great Man approach to leadership,
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offering through exploration a more collaborative and empowering concept for school
administration. The degree to which Maine administrators have been provided opportunities to
develop the qualities necessary for navigating the turbulent professional waters of public
education, such as those created by the Covid-19 pandemic, seems unclear. It is also unclear how
the bureaucratic and hierarchical structures of traditional public schools influence the ability for
adaptive leadership to be applied in practice.
Administrators continue to be viewed as the most influential people in the building for
establishing the direction of the school, creating a positive school culture, maintaining discipline,
and aligning the school with the community’s interests and expectations. Indeed, the high school
administrator is expected to reflect a “great man” (Heifetz, 1994), and as the “great man” in
charge of his building the high school principal is compelled to consistently demonstrate
strength, conviction, and authority - to not is to run the risk of being seen as week, indecisive,
and without the necessary authority to influence those around him. It is no surprise then to
observe that high schools continue to reflect top-down approaches buttressed by rigid job
descriptions, hierarchical structures, and bureaucratic oversight.
This phenomenon can be observed in public education in those moments when crucial
decisions impacting the entire organization are made by upper and middle management
(administrative teams) and communicated down to the rest of the organization, only to be
bemoaned by faculty and staff. It is a phenomenon in need of critique. To be fair, scholars and
practitioners have been engaged in the process of reforming the organizational framework of
public schools, offering alternatives that build equity, strengthen voices and feedback loops for
faculty and staff, and develop greater capacity for collaborative decision making and wholesystems thinking (Ackerman, et al., 2018; Elmore, 1990; Elmore, 2021; Glickman & Mette,
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2020); however, such attempts continue to be hampered by the peculiar ways in which the social
goals espoused by public education in the United States remain at odds with norms and values
established over a century ago.
This critique of the of the organizational structures of public education is supported by
research of historical trends in public education over the past few decades. In the 1980s, for
example, Bowles and Gintis (1981) critiqued “the finely graded hierarchy of authority and
control in which competition rather than cooperation governs the relations among participants”
as an impeding factor in the development of more adaptive, collaborative leadership skills and
dispositions (pg. 224). Elmore (1990) extended this observation suggesting that “public schools,
as they are presently constituted, are not capable of meeting society's expectations for the
education of young people” arguing the “needed changes in schools cannot occur without
corresponding changes in the way that local school districts and state education agencies and
programs operate” (p. 284). And scholars of adaptive leadership have continued to critique
traditional leadership styles and school structures, arguing for more democratic, interpersonal,
developmental, and nuanced approaches (Ackerman et al., 2018; Drago-Severson et al., 2013;
Glickman & Mette, 2020; Heifetz, 2009).
There appears to be a real need to support leaders throughout all levels of experiences in
the profession (aspiring, developing, and veteran status) with opportunities to become more
thoughtful and collaborative in their approaches, and the flexibility to address the varied and
adaptive challenges associated with poverty, trauma, socio-political issues, substance abuse, and
the ever-shifting expectations around supervision and evaluation (Ackerman et al., p 41, 2018;
Lugg & Shoho, 2006; Parks, 2005). To this end, this study seeks to learn from high school
administrators in Maine to better understand how principals across all levels of experience can
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establish and deploy adaptive cultures to more effectively navigate critical and adaptive issues of
power and authority, particularly within issues related to teacher voice, teacher leadership,
leadership development and community relations. Fortunately, adaptive leadership qualities can
be learned, either organically through personal experience or intentionally through targeted
professional development (Parks, 2005). Intentional support for the development of adaptive
leadership can be accomplished through transforming school leaders’ ability to think both
inwardly and outwardly, a concept Drago-Severson and Blum-DeStefano (2018) refer to as a
leader’s way of knowing. In order to succeed in an ever-changing, unpredictable and increasingly
demanding environment, a new vision for school leadership must be promoted, supported and
sustained.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study is to learn how high school administrators in Maine used
adaptive work in response to challenges presented by school closures and in preparation for
schools to reopen after the summer of 2020. This study was conducted by applying the concepts
of adaptive leadership and constructive development theory to decisions made throughout a crisis
shared similarly by all educational leaders in the state. To this end, this study is an attempt to
further understand the principles of adaptive leadership in response to a unique event, making the
results of the study potentially interesting, useful, and generalizable for school leaders,
superintendents, scholarly practitioners, and post-secondary educational programs alike. The
results of this study could be particularly beneficial for school districts interested in cultivating a
culture of leadership supportive of leadership growth and more adaptive mindsets.
Superintendents and school leaders may find opportunities from stories shared by their
colleagues to reflect on their own leadership and organizational framework.
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Post-secondary education programs may benefit from this study in a number of ways. For
institutions seeking to revise their graduate level curriculum to better support the intrapersonal
skills for aspiring educational leaders, the results of this study could help inform curriculum
reform and revision. For institutions already reforming or revising leadership development
programs, the stories shared in this study may serve as exemplars for aspiring leaders to explor
how Maine principals worked through the “wicked problems”, “swampy issues”, and the
“ambiguous dilemma” presented by the Covid-19 pandemic (Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski,
2018; Ackerman et al., 2018; Rittel & Webber, 1973). For institutions that have yet to consider
the need to evaluate outcomes of their leadership programs in relation to existing challenges in
the field education, this study should provide additional support to the growing call for reform in
leadership development (Ackerman et al., 2018; Andenoro et al., 2017; Drago-Severson, 2010,
2013, 2014; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Lugg & Shoho, 2006).
Finally, this study has the potential to provide Maine school leaders with insight into
what it means to operate within a political system espousing principles of local control
(Donaldson, 2012; Pendharkar, 2020). As presented on their website, the Maine Department of
education presents local control as a political stance that “provides communities with a stronger
voice in critical decisions in how education is to be provided”, a highly democratic position and
one reliant on the ability of local school governances to exhibit the ability to make informed
local decisions (Maine Department of Education, 2020). To what extent are the organizational
structures of schools and districts politically organized in a manner to allow local “players” to
make decisions that are meaningful for their buildings or educational communities? This study
seeks to address this question as well.
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Indeed, the Covid-19 pandemic created a variety of unexpected, largely technical
challenges throughout the organization, such as transportation and food distribution.
Interestingly, districts throughout Maine were responding quite quickly to these challenges,
transforming their schools from buildings of learning to centers for resource distribution in just a
few days (Biddle et al., 2020; Harris et al., 2020). However, districts were also forced in a very
short period of time to reimagine and reform how they would continue to provide an education
for their communities, a crisis moment requiring adaptive thinking. How prepared administrators
in Maine were to work through such complex and emotionally charged challenges is unknown.
What is also unknown is how leaders who demonstrated the capacity for adaptive leadership
during the Covid-19 pandemic acquired the disposition and skill set to lead through an adaptive
approach.
To this end, this study seeks to investigate the complexities of adaptive leadership by
applying its principles to a crisis moment experienced by all Maine public schools. High schools
are specifically identified as the context for this project based on the researcher’s observation
that high school leaders operate within traditional organizational structures not conducive for the
development of adaptive leadership. Strong bureaucratic structures supported by distinctly
independent job descriptions create layers of silos throughout the organization, making adaptive
qualities such as systems thinking, collaboration, experimentation, and internal leadership
capacity building difficult to develop and harder to sustain (Bowles and Gintis, 1978; JeanMarie et al., 2009; Lugg & Shoho, 2006; McGee & Edson, 2014). In other words, the traditional
high school organizational model may actually serve to reinforce dependency on using technical
solutions for adaptive challenges (Thygeson et al., 2010). Consequently, opportunities to
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cultivate the necessary cultural conditions and individual capacity for adaptive leadership are left
wanting.
Research Questions
This study represents an inquiry into the decisions made during the crisis and at their
most intimate level and seeks to understand how Maine high school administrators made
decisions during the Covid-19 pandemic using the frameworks of adaptive leadership theory and
constructive development theory. Maine high school administrators were interviewed in order to
obtain a stronger understanding of how decisions were made and executed at the ground level.
The following research questions were used to guide this study:
RQ1: How did secondary school principals in Maine understand the adaptive challenges
presented during school closures due to the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic?
RQ2: In what ways do Maine high school principals discuss their development as a
leader, and how did these experiences inform their responses to the Covid-19
crisis?
RQ3: How may cognitive development theory be used to describe the capacity for
adaptive leadership by Maine high school principals?
RQ4: In what ways did Maine high schools operate as complex adaptive systems during
the Covid-19 pandemic?
Positionality Statement
At the time of presenting this research I had worked as a classroom social studies teacher
for eight years, coached multiple sports for seven years, served as a teacher leader at the school
and district level for three years, and have worked as an assistant principal for six years. All of
my experience has been at the high school level. I have worked in two school districts for three
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principals and six superintendents. I have never served as a principal. In my short time in the
profession, I have experienced a number of significant shifts that have disrupted and placed great
strain on the education system, on schools, and on communities. These disruptions have had a
significant impact on how I understand schools as organizations, the nature of leadership, and
how I positioned myself as a researcher investigating leadership during an even greater
disruption to education - the Covid-19 pandemic.
I began teaching as one state-led attempt at standards-based reform was retired (the
Maine Local Assessment System) and another was adopted (Proficiency Based Education). I
recall hearing a lot of relief expressed amongst veteran colleagues when the Local Assessment
System went away, and an equal, if not greater level of angst as Proficiency Based Education
(PBE) was introduced. I agreed with and was an early adopter of PBE principles. As a novice
teacher I work diligently over the course of five years to create what I believed were strong
proficiency-based teaching practices in the classroom. I facilitated numerous professional
development opportunities within my school, my district and the state, efforts that ultimately
opened a door to administration. As is the case for many teachers transitioning to administration,
I was not prepared for the demands of leading adults, nor did I appreciate the mindset and
disposition necessary to be an effective school leader. I remain on this journey to this day.
My critique for educational leadership emerged and became unavoidable when the State
of Maine reversed its commitment to PBE, resulting in yet another reset for Maine schools. Just
like those who felt great loss with the adoption of PBE, I too was now faced reconciling with a
leadership identity that felt seemingly obsolete. The experience left me questioning a great
number of things. Initially, my questions were projected outwardly. I questioned why public
education was so averse to change, why it was so hard to change practices, and why
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conversations around the practice of teaching inevitably seemed to return to trivial matters of
GPAs, Rank in Class, the number of points to award students, while the more fundamental and
important issues related to educational environment, student motivation, goal aspirations, and
preparation for post-secondary success were ignored. Not until I engaged in my doctoral studies
at the University of Maine did I allow myself to become more introspective about issues relating
to my own leadership, and begin to ask questions that were more personal, more meaningful to
my own growth as a leader, and more applicable to the problems I was so quick to attach to my
profession.
In a number of ways, this research represents a selfish attempt to address some of the
issues I continue to see with public education. I do not believe public schools can be successful
continuing to operate through bureaucratic, hierarchical, and closed organizational paradigms
that have dominated organizational thinking for the past century. Such paradigms naturally
appeal to leadership qualities and characteristics that are only as effective as the will power,
influence, and charisma of the individual in charge of the organization. It is important to note
here that as a leader I lack the qualities that align with this type of organizational structure, an
attitude I believe naturally informs my observations in this study. My lack of serving as a
principal is also important to consider as I’ve never had the added pressure of being ultimately
responsible for the success of a school.
Finally, this study represents an introspective endeavor to learn from the experiences of
Maine high school principals in what has been a tumultuous past decade for the profession. The
opportunity to be in constant dialogue with transcripts participants have permitted me to analyze
continues to inform how I think about my own leadership, and leadership in general. For this,
I’m forever grateful.
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Considerations for Scholarly Practitioners
Studies seeking to better understand adaptive leadership as theory and as practice
continue to be conducted; however, much more attention has been focused on the healthcare
industry than public education (Northouse, 2019). A simple comparative search of adaptive
leadership in journal entries since 2000 in each respected field supports this claim. For example,
the phrase “adaptive leadership” using PubMed.gov, a commonly used search engine in the
medical field, yielded 2,402 journal publications since 2000, compared to only 168 journal
publications in ERIC, a database commonly used in the field of education. This apparent gap in
researching adaptive leadership in public education suggests the importance for this inuquiry.
The parallels between the medical and educational fields provide for an interesting and
appropriate point of comparison. Like the health care industry, US public schools can be
characterized as complex adaptive systems, each tasked with diagnosing and providing adequate
care and support for a variety of individual and community needs (Fidan & Balci, 2017;
McDaniel et al., 2013). Moreover, each field is intimately and emotionally linked to those it
serves. Like health care, the role of public education is one of increasing complexity and
constant change, making it just as rich a research environment for scholarly practitioners seeking
to close the gap between adaptive leadership as theory and as practice (Bailey et al., 2012;
Davies et al., 2015; Fisher & Frey, 2010; Wright et al., 2016).
The claim adaptive leadership is underrepresented in educational leadership literature is
also supported by a recent Dducational Leadership, Administration, and Management (EdLAM)
bibliographic analysis conducted by Tian and Huber (2020). Through a meta-analysis, Tian and
Huber (2020) built upon previous theoretical and empirical studies in effort to “identify thematic
strands that hallmark key publications and synthesize major research findings and limitations” in
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the field of educational leadership (p. 130). Representing an analysis of 2,347 studies published
between 2007-2016, their research “identified five EdLAM thematic strands, most-studied
topics, changes in scholars’ research interest, and most-cited publications” (p. 141). Results from
their analyses were presented using “three distance-based maps: the network map, the density
map and the timeline map”, a visually striking representation illustrating relationships between
themes such as principals, teachers, instructional leadership, transformational leadership,
school improvement, qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods (p. 132). A content analysis
was also performed as part of their study to show the “15 most-cited publications in each
thematic strand” (p. 133).
Of note is the absence of adaptive leadership in any of the strands, nor is adaptive work
evident in the results. Authors of literature focusing on adaptive leadership were also absent from
the content analysis. Examples of adaptive challenges are identified in the results (i.e., leading
educational change, poverty, social justice, rural schools, teacher effectiveness, teacher
evaluation, equity, etc.) demonstrating the awareness of complex problems within education, yet
adaptive leaderships as a specific topic of consideration seems to be absent from the professional
dialogue (Ackerman et al., 2009; Drago-Severson et al., 2010; Heifetz, 2009; Tian and Huber,
2020). One reason for this may be the tendency for adaptive leadership to be studied as a
derivative of other types of leadership theory such as transformational leadership, distributive
leadership, and situational leadership (Randall and Coakley; 2006). Regardless, the findings of
Tian and Huber’s (2020) study suggest adaptive leadership is a concept et to be prioritized in the
academic literature related to educational leadership.
Despite the lack of scholarly attention, adaptive challenges continue to exist in public
education in myriad ways. Reform mandates, state and national standards initiatives, responses
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to endemic poverty, socio-political community pressures, and changing educator effectiveness
policies have all served as disruptive forces affecting school culture and organizational structures
(Ackerman et al., 2018). School closures as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, however,
presented a new and unexpected set of complex challenges to which school leadership was
forced to respond. These challenges included food distribution, remote learning, equity in
internet access, social-emotional support, and academic support (Biddle et al., 2020; McGee &
Edson, 2014). Learning how adaptive work was leveraged during such a uniquely challenging
time could serve to fill the gap between adaptive leadership as theory and as practice.
Finally, this study separates itself from previous inquiries into adaptive leadership
through the context of the investigation. The Covid-19 pandemic provides a unique circumstance
to learn how leaders worked through personal and professional crises. As defined by Coombs
(2007), a crisis “is the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies
of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s performance and generate negative
outcomes” (p. 2-3). This definition succinctly aligns with and summarizes experiences
educational leaders throughout Maine faced, and continue to face, as a result of the Covid-19
pandemic. Learning how educational leaders in the field may have leaned on and leveraged
adaptive work during such circumstances could potentially provide understanding of how leaders
maintain confidence within their organizations in times of crisis (Ackerman et al., 2018; Bennis
& Thomas, 2002).
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
A review of the literature related to adaptive leadership suggests a number of supporting
concepts as informative to fostering adaptive work in public schools. This study seeks to
leverage one such theory to better understand the research questions stated above: constructive
development theory. Therefore, an understanding of the major themes supporting the conditions
for adaptive leadership informs this study. An analysis of the methodologies used in past
inquiries is also of interest in this literature review. I begin by addressing Adaptive Leadership as
theory. From this inquiry emerge related themes: complex adaptive systems and organizational
learning theory. Adaptive leadership as theory is then applied to the healthcare industry as
a comparable organization to public education, and one in which adaptive leadership has an
established and rich literature (Buckley, 1968). Adaptive leadership in public education is then
discussed in detail before attention is given to constructive development theory as a secondary
supportive concept. Finally, the context of this study, the Covid-19 pandemic, is framed by
briefly surveying literature related to crisis management theory.
Complex Adaptive Systems
As our understanding of the physical world has evolved to one less predictable, more
complex, and increasingly entangled, so too has our understanding of organizational behavior
(Dooley, 1997). Bureaucracy, corporate hierarchy, and divisions of labor, hallmarks of scientific
management theory and still influencing western organizational structures today, have begun to
give way to new organizational orientations. These more modern organizational theories place
greater emphasis on the complexity of human systems through the suggestion of more fluid
organizational norms regarding power and greater human agency (Dooley, 1997; Morgan, 2009;
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Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Evoking complexity theory, Dooley (1997) “claims the manner in which
the organization is organized and functions must correspond to the nature of the environment
which it finds itself in” (p. 71). According to this premise, an organization operating within a
stable and predictable environment would be best be served by a bureaucratic organizational
structure efficient and effective at solving technical problems through clear lines of command
and clear job descriptions. On the other hand, an organization operating within an unstable and
volatile environment would best be served through a more “organic organizational theory
[reflecting] informal and changing lines of authority, open and informal communication,
distributed decision making, and fluid role definitions” (Dooley, p. 72, 1997). As a fundamental
assertion for this study, it is argued public education functions misaligned with its natural
organizational environment.
The concept of complex adaptive systems (CAS) emerged from an application of
complexity theory to the organizational theory. Originally proposed by Buckley (1968) to refute
the prevailing closed organizational dynamics endemic of his time, complex adaptive systems
offer a more open and dynamic interpretation of organizational development, one symbiotically
linking the organization to its surroundings (p. 86). As he asserts in the opening of his classic
essay on the topic, “the mechanical equilibrium model of society that underlain most modern
sociological theory have outlived their usefulness” and have trapped organizations in
unproductive and ultimately unsustainable forms (Buckley, p. 490, 1968). By closed, Buckley is
referring to a system in which information is not considered from the external environment, as
opposed to open systems in which “a continuous exchange with the environment [through]
feedback exchanges are crucial for sustaining the life and form of the system (Morgan, 2009). By
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entropic, Buckley (1968) evokes the thermodynamic term entropy, a concept studied, adapted,
and applied to contexts outside the field of engineering.
Modern scholars continue to advance the concept of entropy within organizational theory.
Bratianu (2019) explains when, “thinking in terms entropy, it is clear that a well-structured
organization which reflects a machine structure leaves a very little degree of freedom to each
position yielding a very low level of organizational entropy” (p. 359). Using more of a
metaphorical explanation, Chappell and Dewey (2014) liken an organization with low entropy to
a crystal with “perfect order…and no internal motions to disturb that order”, opposed to a gas
with a “much higher entropy…free to move around in any direction, colliding with each other
and moving off into new directions” (p.42) The trick for adaptive leaders, therefore, is to strike a
balance between too much order and too much freedom. The following diagram helps
demonstrate how organizational performance is impacted by its entropy:

Performance

Figure 2.1
Organizational Performance and Entropy (This figure illustrates the optimal Zone for
adaptive change, or a hypothetical environment necessary for a complex system or subsystem to
experience adaptive change. This environment is described by Dooley (1997) as the Edge of
Chaos and by Heifetz et al. (2009) as the Productive Zone of disequilibrium.)

Optimal Zone for
Adaptive Change

Order

Entropy
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Disorder

The tendency for a system with a minimum of free agency to lose structure and break
down is one Buckley (1968) warned is endemic to organizational failure. It should not go
without mention that Buckley argued against organismic approaches to organizational
management. However, his argument for complex adaptive leverages this metaphor of the
organization as an organism to advance his thesis to a conclusion in biological and evolutionary
terms. For Buckley (1968), the challenge for scholars is to consider and evaluate complex
adaptive systems not from a “purely biological” perspective, but from one more cognizant and
appreciative of organisms as “sociocultural” (p. 89-90). Ultimately, his argument promotes the
natural development of new forms and structures through internal and external information flows
and feedback loops (Buckley, 1968). In this way, adaptive systems are inherently organismic, a
quality that will be discussed further in this paper, but a quality that may be operationalized
when considering an organization as a complex adaptive system (Agyris & Schon, 1996;
Morgan, 2009).
Complex adaptive systems share a number of unique characteristics in that they are nonlinear, self-organizing and open. Complex adaptive systems are non-linear, and therefore
unpredictable. As described by Cilliers (1998), organizations operating as CAS have an
“asymmetrical system of relationships…regulated by relations of power,” a dynamic he claims is
the “engine that keeps them going” (p. 120). This is an interesting point, as the observation
acknowledges the natural and inherent imbalances of power that exist within an organization.
However, unlike traditional, closed conceptualizations which suppress conflict and friction, a
complex adaptive system utilizes the energy created by power imbalances to produce new ways
of thinking, processing and operating.
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Holland (1992) describes complex adaptive systems as “self-organizing” in that they
“have many components [comprised of] actors with varying degrees of independence,” and
operate with a “casual connectedness” to anticipate and respond to external changes in the
environment (p. 1). Complex adaptive systems are therefore driven by the acquisition and
assimilation of new knowledge (Glover et al., 2002), “knowledge [being] the core commodity
and rapid production of knowledge and innovation [being] critical to organizational survival
(Uhl-Bien et al., p. 299, 2007). Finally, complex adaptive systems are open in that they interact
with their environment using feedback loops to acquire information for continuous renewal
(Cilliers,1998; Dooley, 1997). Schneider and Somers (2006) describe this process as
“transformational” and “critical to the system’s survival” (p. 356). As Dooley (1997) asserts,
complex organizations must have the capacity to identify areas where there exists a “difference
between the perceived organization state and the desired organizational state” (p. 91), a concept
similar to Heifetz’ (1994) gap between espoused values and practice (see Adaptive Leadership).
Organizational Learning
As stated above, complex adaptive systems interact with their environment for
information to strengthen internal processes. Heifetz (2009) evokes this thinking when
describing the relationship between the organization and external influences stating, “New
environments and new dreams demand new strategies and abilities, as well as the leadership to
mobilize them. As in evolution, these new combinations and variations help organizations thrive
under challenging circumstances rather than perish, regress, or contract” (p. 14). An
understanding of Morgan’s (1998) metaphorical characterization of the organization allows the
concept of the organization as an organism to be extended. According to Morgan (1998), an
organization behaves as an organism through its ability to process external changes in the
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environment, and internally adapt to withstand those changes. Morgan (1998) continues by
describing organizations as an “open system...in which there is a continuous exchange with the
environment” where “cycles of input, output, and feedback exchange are crucial for sustaining
the life and form of the system (p. 40). Schools operating as organisms require leadership and
structures able to endure the tidal forces that continue to impacting public education.
In public education, these external forces present themselves in myriad ways (Ackerman
et al., 2009; McGee & Edson, 2014). Shifting norms and policy around supervision and
evaluation means administrators must grapple with the managerial expectations of the past and
the more developmental expectations of the present and future. Changes in the socio-economic
landscape of a school community means educational leaders throughout the organization must
rethink the purpose and functionality of the school through a lens of equity and social justice
(Ackerman et al., 2008), and disparities in community internet connectivity must be addressed in
order for all students to realize the advantages that come with advancements in technology
(Linsky & Lawrence, 2011). Argyris and Schon (1996) advanced a specific learning model
organizations can use address these challenges termed double-loop learning. Double-loop
learning is a concept designed to better align what organizations claim they do (espoused theory)
with what they actually do (theory-in-use). Gaps in these practices suggests breakdowns between
vision and practice, and can significantly hinder an organization’s ability to develop, adapt and
grow. In practice, double-loop learning demands people be critical of original assumptions
guiding philosophy and behavior. Instead of focusing exclusively on fixing the problem, energy
is spent discussing whether the organization is “doing the right thing”.
In a two-part publication on the topic, Glover et al. (2002) extends this thinking to argue
that adaptive organizations are able to the double-loop concept to both assimilate and
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accommodate new information. Glover et al. (2002) describes assimilation as “taking
information for which the learner already has structures in place” (p. 23); to mean, new learning
within in an organization must be accompanied by a holding environment conducive for the
learning to 1) be absorbed by the learner, and 2) applicable to the goals and aspirations of the
learner (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2018). Accommodation is defined by Gordon et al.
(2002) as “an internal change in the structures of his or her beliefs, ideas, and attitudes” (p. 23);
meaning, new learning, after being assimilated, is woven into the fabric of how the learner
performs his or her task.
Public Schools as Complex Adaptive Systems
This paper positions public education as a complex adaptive system, and one
necessitating a leadership approach more conducive to meeting its complex challenges and
unstable environment. Attention has been given to health care as a comparative complex
adaptive system that has looked to adaptive leadership as method for better positioning itself to
meet the needs of those its serves (the patients) and those who provide its services (its
physicians, nurses, specialists, etc.). As established, this paper has also identified a gap in the
literature as it relates to adaptive leadership in the field of public education. The question as to
why adaptive leadership is an appropriate theory to consider in education is addressed here.
Normore (2013) establishes a clear case for adaptive leadership when asserting how the
non-linear nature of public education, stating:
“presents a dilemma for school administrators. On the one hand, failing to act when the
environment around them is radically changing leads to extinction. On the other hand, making
quick decisions under conditions of mind-racing mania can be equally fatal. Non-linear, messy
and unclear role expectations, role definitions, goals and objectives often get school
administrators into trouble. However, the experience of this messiness may be necessary in order
to discover the hidden benefits – creative ideas and novel solutions are often generated when the
status quo is disrupted” (p. 71).
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Here, Normore alludes to paradox the “edge of chaos” creates for administrators. Do too little
and the organization loses entropy and the ability to adapt. Provide too much stimulation and the
organization becomes too chaotic and spirals out of control. Leading with an appreciation for
adaptive leadership may provide the necessary mindset and approach to thrive at the edge of
chaos.
In agreement, McGee and Edson (2014) assert that “forcing [public schools] to resemble
simple systems is not the solution,” arguing doing so only serves to create “artificial order and
uniformity [that] may parlay the system by handicapping its natural ability to learn and innovate”
(p. 137), a consequence we have already seen described by Dooley (1997). Kershner and
McQuillan (2016) emphasize the numerous informal and interconnected networks that constitute
how a school gathers, shares and processes information. In their opinion, schools that work to
“disrupt the status quo…distribute authority and control…and creating a common school
culture” allowing members of the organization to “new roles and responsibilities” (pp. 22-25).
Literature on public schools as complex adaptive systems suggest the need for reconceptualizing these organizational dynamics to better reflect complex adaptive systems. Fidan
and Balci’s (2017) conceptual study on the analogy between public schools and complex
adaptive systems also highlights the prevailing hierarchical and bureaucratic organizational
structures in public schools as factors hindering innovation and adaptability, concluding “further
studies should focus on complexity management from a strategic perspective; within this scope,
how these strategies will be influential on the development of administrative skills, what type of
school leadership they require and how these school leaders play which roles emerge as subjects
to be studied” (p. 21). Likewise, Keshavarz et al. (2010) link the characteristics of public schools
to eight characteristics of complex adaptive systems, concluding major barriers exist for such a
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paradigm shift to occur including “Poor understanding of the complexity of schools, and their
functioning as complex adaptive systems, and lack of feedback loops about a school’s
performance” (p. 1,473). These studies suggest the need for greater consideration of schools as
complex adaptive systems and the leadership development, training and mentorship required to
sustain schools as such.
As Glover et al. (2002) suggests “it is possible to lead change without being adaptive” (p.
15), which is why the practice of leadership consists of so many types and characteristics.
However, Glover (2002) also warns, “Unless leaders are able to develop abilities that enable
them to lead adaptively in complex and rapidly changing situations, their organizations will be
unable to effectively meet the challenges dictated by the modern world” (p. 16). The types of
leadership theories, styles and dispositions described above can each be found within the practice
of adaptive leadership, but can also be found while not practicing adaptive leadership. For
example, a situational leader may have the where-with-all to recognize challenges in the moment
and respond to the challenge, but do so using technical solutions or alienating key stakeholders.
Likewise, a transformational leader may rely on his or her charisma and energy to gather support
for systemic change, but fail to foster collaborative environments or new learning. And an
authentic leader may lean on established relationships throughout the organization to address
challenges, but succumb to political pressures and fail to protect the voices of emerging leaders.
For these reasons, as well as others, adaptive leadership sets itself apart from other forms and
theories of leadership.
Adaptive Leadership
Adaptive leadership is grounded in an organismic interpretation of organizational
behavior in that it seeks to emulate biological processes allowing an organism to survive and
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thrive (Heifetz et al., 2009). Through interactions with the environment and experimentation
with new information, the adaptive leader is able “engage people in distinguishing what is
essential to preserve from their organization’s heritage from what is expendable” (Heifetz et al.,
p. 15, 2009). This function of the adaptive leader is supported by scholars on adaptive leadership
in public schools (Fidan et al., 2017; Kershner et al., 2016; Keshavarz et al. 2010; McGee et al.,
2014). School leaders capable of developing and sustaining network exchanges within their
school that also extend outward to the school community are more appropriately positioned to
guide their organizations through times of change.
Adaptive leaders also have the ability to effectively identify and respond to challenges as
technical, adaptive, or mixed. Whereas technical challenges as those that can be solved using
preexisting understanding, past training, and current resources or processes, adaptive challenges
as those which established responses can no longer remedy the problem, therefore requiring new
learning, new mindsets, and new dispositions for people throughout the organization, (Ackerman
et al., 2018; Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz et al.,2009). Indeed, all challenges, according to Heifetz et al.
(2009), are combinations of technical and adaptive work, existing along a spectrum (see Figure
2.2) with some demanding more adaptive processes and others more technical solutions.
Capacities for adaptive leadership include the ability to:
•

distinguish between adaptive and technical challenges,

•

regulate stress in the organization,

•

maintain disciplined attention to the challenges,

•

give work back to the people most impact by the decisions, and

•

protect the voices of leaders lower in the organizational hierarchy (Heifetz, 1994;
Northouse, 2019).
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Figure 2.2
Spectrum of Adaptive Work

Technical
Work

Adaptive
Work

“Solved using existing
understanding, training,
training and resources”

“Solved using new
understanding, and
resources”

“Adaptive challenges come in many shapes and forms”, as Heifetz et al. (2009) suggests.
Therefore, help the adaptive leader unpack the type, or archetype, of adaptive challenges she
may encounter (p. 77). The idea of “closing the gap” is endemic to the relationship between
teachers and their students; however, from an organizational perspective, adaptive leaders must
be cognizant of the gap between “espoused values and behavior” (p. 78). The adaptive challenge
for leadership is to create a culture where members of the organization work to exemplify the
organizations values with as much fidelity as possible. Because organizations are comprised of
many people with differing, sometime conflicting experiences, ideas, and ambitions, the adaptive
leader must address “Competing Commitments” (Heifetz et al., p. 80, 2009). Due to competing
commitments, power dynamics, and differing personality types, Heifetz et al. (2009) highlight
“Speaking the Unspeakable” as a third archetype of adaptive challenges (p. 82). Finally, Heiftez
et al. (2009) suggest a fourth adaptive challenge archetype, Work Avoidance, to be found in
organizations that value equilibrium, stability and predictability (characteristics of a closed
system). Therefore, adaptive leaders must be capable harnessing the collective efficacy of the
organization and creating greater responsibility throughout to tackle complex problems.
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Adaptive Leadership as Practice
Scholars of complex adaptive systems emphasize the incongruity of bureaucratic, topdown leadership models and the complex nature of contemporary, knowledge-based
organizations. In effort to “reflect the dynamic relationship between the bureaucratic,
administrative functions of the organization and the emergent, informal dynamics of complex
adaptive systems,” Uhl Bien et al. (2007) “propose that leadership should be seen not only as
position and authority but also as an emergent, interactive dynamic” (pp. 298-299). Although
adaptive leadership is commonly attributed to Heifetz (1994), the notion organizations would be
better served by leaders who could recognize external changes and adapt the functionality of the
organization to the environment is one shared by many in the field of organizational
management. For example, Glover et al. (2002) describes adaptive leaders as those who “make
decisions and create accommodative changes based on careful and continuous review of
information they receive from the environment” (p. 27). Ulb-Bien et al. (2007) describes
adaptive leadership as “adaptive, creative, and learning actions that emerge from the interactions
of complex adaptive systems as they strive to adjust to tension (e.g., constraints or
perturbations)” (p. 305). Each of these descriptions and definitions share the common feature of
organizational learning as a core component of adaptive leadership, a principle asserted
throughout Heifetz’ work (1994, 2009).
Heifetz (1994, 2009) has advanced the notion of adaptive leadership into an emerging
theory for leadership, arguing more clearly for a value-added characterization of leadership.
Heifetz’ theory suggest that leadership is unavoidably “loaded with emotional content,” which
grounds the practice of adaptive leadership in a person’s ability to emotionally connect with
people throughout the organization (p. 14). Furthermore, Heifetz et al. (2009) warns
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organizational leaders that “people have long confused the notion of leadership with authority,
power and influence” (p. 24). To that end, relationship building is therefore a critical component
Heifetz’ framework.
Another leadership characteristic espoused by Heifetz’ (1994) is its collaborative nature
to leadership. Indeed, adaptive leadership can be perceived as a refutation of the “great man”
theory which plagues public education’s ability to adapt to its ever-changing landscape
(Ackerman et al., 2008). Aligned with Ackerman et al. (2008), Obolensky (2010) asserts, “the
old ways of leading by command, control, direction, and charisma through superior knowledge
and personality does not hold up anymore” (p. 18). Rather than relying on the leadership of a
single individual, adaptive leadership seeks to engage, invest in, and develop the hidden
qualities, insights and expertise of those throughout the organization (Heifetz, 1994). Together,
these characteristics of leadership inform this study. As told by Glover et al. (2002), “the knife
does a much better job of cutting than the teeth. Language and mathematics enhance certain
aspects of thinking. The telescope and the microscope extend the eye, while the camera extends
the visual memory system” (p. 21). In similar ways, collaborative inquiry extends the limits of
what an organization can learn, process, and ultimately respond to.
The primary practice of adaptive leadership is commonly described as the ability of a
leader to diagnose technical and adaptive challenges (Drago-Severson, 2010, 2013, 2014; Heifetz
et al., 2009; Northouse, 2019). This type of adaptive work requires leaders to diagnose
challenges as technical, adaptive or mixed, and to then align responses accordingly (Heifetz et
al., 2009), and has been a recent focus for scholars addressing organizational development in a
variety of fields. Heifetz et al. (2009) argues the tendency for using technical responses to
address adaptive challenges as one of the key failures of leadership.
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Health Care as a Comparative Sector to Public Education
Like public education, the health care sector can be characterized as a complex adaptive
system (Adams et al., 2013; Anderson et al., 2015; Bailey et al., 2012; Kuluski et al., 2020),
making health care an appropriate focus for comparison. Capturing the nature of health care,
Bailey (2012) describes,
health care organizations as complex adaptive systems [as they] are comprised of a diverse group of people
who, within the context of the formal social and organizational structures in which they live and work,
interact spontaneously as needed to accomplish the task at hand in a process called self-organization.
Through their interactions, people…create the norms and structures needed to be successful. Some of these
become long-standing patterns and others are fleeting; however, there is continual evolution as people
interact with each other and their environment. Through these processes, the properties of the system
emerge, such as how patients are involved, or not involved, in their own care, or the level of quality
attained in patient care. Leadership is also a property of these systems; it arises in the interactions among
the system members as they adapt to new situations. Leaders emerge at all levels in an organization, not
just at the top. Leadership thus appears when and where it is needed and may come from anyone in the
system.

Bailey’s characterization of the health care sector can easily be adapted to describe public
education. As has been discussed, public schools are “comprised of diverse groups of people”
who work within formal and social structures to accomplish organizational goals (Fidan & Balci,
2017). Like the health care sector, the norms of a school’s community are created through the
many interactions between faculty, staff, and leadership through an evolutionary and emergent
process that seeks to include students, family, and community (Keshavarz, 2010). Finally,
schools are a decentralized environment where leadership is exercised by individuals and groups
of people through formal and informal processes (Kershner & McQuillan, 2016). As with the
field of educational leadership, scholarly practitioners have advanced the adaptive leadership as a
practice for addressing a complexity of challenges within the health care sector. The similarities
between the health care sector and public education suggest the study of adaptive leadership in
the health care sector can inform our understanding of how this framework can be applied to
public education.
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Adaptive Leadership has been used by scholars and practitioners in the health care
industry to better understand a number of complex challenges. These inquiries primarily seek to
distinguish between technical and adaptive work (Adams et al., 2013; Anderson et al., 2015;
Bailey et al., 2012; Kuluski et al., 2020), and provide a framework through which the physicianpatient relationship and patient outcomes may be analyzed, discussed, and strengthened.
Scholarly-practitioners in the field of health care stress the need to adopt adaptive approaches for
variety of medical concerns not limited to chronic illness, palliative care, and personal diet.
Through the application of an adaptive lens, scholars in the health care industry are better able to
educate patients. For example, Anderson et al. (2015) stress the need for collaborative work
between physician and patient in addressing chronic illness, emphasizing the need “to define the
challenges and identify strategies (adaptive work) to address these challenges” (p. 89). Unlike
responding through purely technical solutions where the physician provides the patient
medication to address the health concern, an adaptive response demands an ability to facilitate
collaborative work to effectively engage a patient in the care. In situations families must consider
the option of palliative care, Adams et al. (2013) suggest physicians move away from the
emphasis of strictly providing information on the options families have to using a the adaptive
leadership framework where there is more of a focus on “letting go of beliefs and hopes for cure
and adopting new beliefs and hopes for palliation and peaceful death” (p. 327), an approach
consistent with Heifetz et al.’s (2009) concept of establishing new mindsets to meet an adaptive
challenges.
Understanding how adaptive leadership has been applied to and studied in the health care
sector provides additional insight into how the framework could be used to better understand
educational leadership. As has been established, the health care sector is similar to the field of
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public education in that both are characteristically complex adaptive systems; however, studies
of adaptive leadership in health care are much more prevalent and thorough compared to similar
studies in education. Indeed, an understanding of adaptive leadership through the lens of health
care can advance the study of adaptive leadership in the field of education. Moreover, such
inquiries can help to develop effective approaches to solving a variety of complex challenges in
education.
Constructive Development Theory
How can leaders better inform and influence the necessary conditions for more adaptive
school climates and processes to flourish? According to scholars, leadership can play a role
through the application of constructive development theory (Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano, 2018; Guskey, 1999; Kegan & Lahey, 2016, Parks, 2005). Rooted in the work by
Piaget (1952), constructive development theory, or adult learning theory, extends the focus of
child and adolescent brain development to ways in which people continue to learn and make
sense of the world throughout adulthood (Kegan, 1982).
According to scholars, adults make meaning using four types of orientation to their
environment. These orientations are termed “ways of knowing” (Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano, 2018). Instrumental “knowers” make sense of the world around her through a sense
“there are universally right and wrong ways to do things, think, and behave” (p. 28). Socializing
“knowers” have the ability to think past a right and wrong dualist world-view and are very
receptive to the opinions of others. For these knowers, “conflict is experienced not just as an
unpleasant part of life, but a painful threat to one’s very self” (p. 30). Self-Authoring “knowers”
have developed strongly held personal convictions, which inform and guided by them through
challenges. As cited by Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018), “research suggests that
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leaders need to have and exercise at least some self-authoring capacities to feel effective” (p.
31). Finally, Self-Transforming “knowers” are “less invested in their Identities…and are more
open to other’s points of view, ideologies, standards, and beliefs” (p. 33). According to DragoSeverson & Blum-DeStefano (2018), these types of knowers “actively strive to understand how
people think and feel about complex issues like school reform, leadership, social justice, and
politics in order to explore paradoxes, expand their own thinking, and help build bridges” (p. 33).
When applied to the professional setting, adult learning theory can serve as a mechanism through
which leaders can grow their colleagues through reflective praxis (Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano, 2018; Guskey, 1999; Kegan & Lahey, 2016).
Practices suggested by Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018), such as creating safe
holding environments for teaming, collegial inquiry, creating opportunities for leadership, and
mentoring have been offered as ways in which leaders can support moving colleagues towards
more collaborative and adaptive approaches to leadership. This notion is supported throughout
the literature relating to constructive development theory and adult learning theory (Berovich,
2012; Boylan, 2108; Drago-Severson, 2010, 2013, 2014; Pendakur & Furr, 2016).
Of particular interest to this study is the notion asserted by Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano (2018) that a Self-Transforming way of knowing is an important capacity in a leader’s
ability to address adaptive challenges. This makes intuitive sense considering how complex the
demands for adaptive leadership. Each of the four archetypes described by Heifetz et al. (2009)
require the ability to consider “other’s points of view, ideologies, standards, and beliefs” in order
to orchestrate a capacity for change Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, p. 33, 2018). For
example, closing the gap between values espoused by the organization and behaviors requires
that a leader “understand and manage tremendous complexity and ambiguity,” and have the
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desire to judge and question how a system works and seek to improve it (Drago-Severson &
Blum-DeStefano, p. 36, 2018; Heifetz et al., 2009).
Misalignment in Leadership Development
There seems, however, to be discrepancies between the job aspiring administrators are
prepared for and the reality of the profession. In their call for public school administrators to
assume obligations for social justice within their school communities, Lugg & Shoho (2006)
critique the fundamental tenets of school leadership arguing “the structure of a school favors
managerialism - getting things done”, describing schools as places where leaders are “expected
to enforce oppressive societal and legal norms in a government institution that ostensibly
espouses democratic values” (p. 197). The notion that school administrators are prepared more as
managers than leaders in post-secondary education one also advanced by Drago-Severson (2010,
2014) who emphasizes the continued disconnect between how leaders are prepared for the
profession (focus on managerial types of leadership) and the reality of the job (relational and
adaptive leadership), contending that “relational skills, collaborative leadership capacities and
reflective practice” are essential for the preparation and development of aspiring leaders (p. 4).
Agreeing with Drago-Severson, Andenoro et al. (2017) highlight the incongruity in
collegiate preparation programs and the challenges educational leaders face in the field,
cautioning the, “traditional, hierarchical uses of leadership are less and less useful given the
complexities of the modern world” (p. 2), and suggesting that leadership development “move
away from the ‘open head, dump in knowledge’ and explore new areas of learning immersed in
affective shifts and behavioral changes” (p. 15). The rejection of “open-head, dump in
knowledge” offered by Andenoro et al. (2017) invokes the “banking concept” Friere (1970)
claims is prevalent in contemporary education. Moreover, authors and researchers interested in
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adaptive leadership theory also refute forms of the banking concept in leadership development,
what Parks (2005) refers to as the “transfer of knowledge” through “reading, lectures, or
presentations from experts” (p. 4-5).
Crisis Management Theory
While this study is not focused on crisis management specifically, an understanding of
the concept informs its context. A comprehensive review of the crisis management literature is
much broader in scope than necessary for this study; however, a focus on a few ideas
provides contextual relevancy. Previous studies have highlighted the development of crisis
leadership. While earlier descriptions of crises emphasized time sensitivity as a characteristic,
later descriptions seemed less focused on time and more focused on impact. For example,
Hermann (p. 64, 1963) defines crisis by emphasizing the “restricted amount of time in which a
response can be made,” a criterion supported by Clark’s (1988) who includes “perceived time
pressure” (p. 44, 1988) in his description. Subsequent studies, however, focus on the “episodic
nature” of crises (t’Hart, 1993), the impact crises have on established structures and norms
(Drennen & McConnell, 2007), how the crises are addressed by leadership (Coombs (2015), or
how crises disrupt agreed upon organizational goals (Ulmer, 2007).
Researchers interested in crisis management theory continue to investigate leadership
during times of crisis with the intent to provide generalized understandings, dispositions and
practices. For example, Wooten and James (2008), using an ethnographic content approach,
studied how 20 companies responded to crises related to accidents, scandals and health scares,
concluding, in part, that “organizations must be agile so they can swiftly capitalize on the
expertise of individuals from different operational areas of the company” (p. 373). Alas and
Gao’s (2010) findings support this inclusive approach to leadership in their comparative study of
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how authoritarian and democratic organizational structures respond during times of crisis,
pointing to the greater effectiveness in democratic organizations when responding to crises.
Although these studies were focused on the development of competencies within profit-seeking
businesses, each of these studies highlight the need for leaders to encourage and develop
participation and representation of stakeholders throughout the organization, a competency this
research will seek to support in the field of educational leadership. Smith and Riley’s (2012)
urgent call for the development of “appropriate crisis leadership attributes and skills in both our
present and future school leadership” provides justification for the need to fill this gap in school
leadership literature (p. 69).
Comparison of Methodologies
Drago-Severson’s (2010) mixed method study interviewed 18 aspiring principals from a
variety of graduate programs implemented semi-structured interviews to diagnose how
participants made sense of the challenges they faced in their profession. Interviews were
recorded, transcribed and coded for themes relating to cognitive development theory and
adaptive leadership capacity. In a similar yet much smaller study, Drago-Severson et al. (2104)
sampled 8 participants from Florida and Bermuda to learn how school administrators made sense
of challenges in their field. As with Drago-Severson’s 2010 study, interviews were recorded,
transcribed and coded for similar themes. Although the 2010 sample was greater in number it did
not sample acting principals, making the data collected and conclusions reached based on
presumptions of the practice, whereas the 2014 study was much smaller in sample size but
targeted acting principals in two very different contexts.
Program evaluations are another way scholars have conducted studies into how leaders
understand adaptive leadership as theory and as practice. Andenoro et al. (2017) study focused

35

on outcomes of the Global Leadership and Change (GLC) program through participating
universities. In this study, 200 undergraduate students were purposefully surveyed using writing
samples, focus group discussions, and interviews to elicit responses to be coded for themes
related to adaptive leadership, complexity leadership theory and Social Respondent Agency
theory (Andenoro et al., 2017). In a related but different study, Boylan (2018) evaluated
outcomes of the National Centre for Excellence in Teaching Mathematics (NCETM), a “national
program for professional development of mathematics teachers in England” (p. 3). This study is
particularly relevant for its focus on the supportive structures Heifetz (1994) alludes to, that
being collaboration. In the field of education this can be recognized as teacher empowerment.
Boylan’s (2018) methodology is starkly different yet informative in that it did not focus on
administration, rather on teacher leadership and empowerment. His study included 89 interviews
which were coded for themes. In addition, ten case studies were created from the sample set to
provide more depth for the study (Boylan, 2018).
Reviewing the research literature with a focus on methodology provides insight into to
how to effectively study such social construct as leadership, one that Heifetz (1994) contends is
inherently personal and emotional. With this in mind, my research seeks to be sensitive to the
emotional side of research. Therefore, my research is informed by past inquiries and will look to
build upon past methodologies that seek to develop trust with participants. Implementing an
interview structure that allows me and the participants time to work through the emotional and
messy angles of leadership is a broad strategy gleaned from the literature that will be applied to
my methodology.
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Philosophical Framework
While this study does not seek to root itself in theory development, or grounded theory,
an attempt is made to better understand adaptive leadership as a theory. Scholars advise this can
be performed in a number of ways. For example, Corely & Gioia (2011) suggest contributions to
organizational theory development can be achieved by “providing new connections among
previous concepts, and exploring the practical implications of these connections” (p. 15). In
agreement, Anderson et al. (2006) assert “an integral goal of theory construction…is to design a
process that highlights relationships, connections, and interdependencies in the phenomenon of
interest. And Corley & Gioia (2011) state “theory is a statement of concepts and their
relationships that shows how and/or why a phenomenon occurs (p. 12). This paper aligns itself
with the notion of theory building through the synthesis of ideas by exploring adaptive leadership
through the lens of constructive development theory during before and during using a unique
context (Covid-19 pandemic). The theoretical framework for this study is informed by three
specific theories: adaptive leadership theory, cognitive development theory, and critical
supervision theory.
Adaptive Leadership
Heifetz’ (1994) seminal work on adaptive leadership serves as the backbone of this
conceptual framework. Subsequent work by Heifetz et al. (2009) offers six leadership behaviors
or capacities for adaptive leadership; the ability to a) analyze the situation, b) distinguish
between adaptive and technical challenges, c) regulate distress in the organization, d) maintain
disciplined attention to the challenges, e) give work back to the people most impact by the
decisions, and f) protect the voices of leaders lower in the organizational hierarchy (Heifetz,
1994; Northouse, 2019). Fostering a leadership environment supported by cognitive development
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and critical pedagogies may allow educational leadership as practice to move away from
technical problem solving to more adaptive capacities. These capacities will serve as a focus for
the methodology for this study.
Indeed, administrators were faced with challenges during the Covid-19 school closures,
challenges that can be characterized as technical and adaptive work based on Heifetz’ (1994,
2009) definitions. Table 2.1 (p. 39) provides an example of how an administrator may have
processed such challenges using Heifetz’ framework. Using the example of communication
during school closures as an example, you can see how administrators may have oriented
themselves around perceptions of technical work and adaptive work. Technical approaches to the
complex problem of communication during a pandemic may have included a top-down approach
where the administrator identified the problem and made decisions to solve the problem, whereas
an adaptive approach to the challenge may have leveraged leaders from below to present the
problem and discuss the best course of action (Heifetz et al., 2009). In addition, adaptive work
may have also included leveraging the expertise of teachers within the organization with the
capacity to provide professional development around video conferencing.
Constructive Development Theory
Building off work by Kegan (1982) and Drago-Severson’s (2010, 2012, 2014)
constructive development theory provides guidance for the educational leader seeking to grow
their colleagues as leaders. In the context of leadership, and more specifically leadership
development, constructive development theory, as described by Drago-Severson, allows leaders
to better understand how their colleagues make meaning during disorienting times. Moreover,
constructive development theory in practice provides actionable approaches for guiding and
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fostering leadership development, a critical skill set leaders must develop themselves to build the
necessary capacity to solve complex, adaptive challenges (Drago-Severson, 2013).

Table 2.1
Technical vs. Adaptive Work During School Closures (Adapted from Drago-Severson &
Maslin-Ostrowski (2014) and Heifetz et al. (2019)
Technical Work

Adaptive Work

Example:
Establish a medium for faculty Supporting confidence in faculty
Communication with meetings
unaccustomed to using video
faculty during school
conferencing
closures.
Identifying and
Solving the Problem

Administrator defines the
problem and provide a
solution. For example, instruct
faculty to use Zoom as a video
conferencing tool for
communication.

Administrator presents the problem
and request feedback on how to best
address the challenge. For example,
the leader may facilitate discussion to
evaluate Zoom and Google Meet as a
platform for communication.

Roles

Leadership roles are not
changed.

Teacher leaders assume responsibility
in supporting those who need support
in effectively using video
conferencing.

Critical Supervision
Critical supervision is used as a supporting concept for this study and is based on the
writings by Arnold (2019) on supervision identity (Wiley, pp. 581-582). The concept of
supervision is comprised of four approaches, or stages, for fostering leadership. As explained by
Arnold (2019), these approaches include Leadership Education, Leadership Training, Leadership
Development, and Leadership Identity (note: Arnold discusses leadership Identity Exclusively
and separate from the others). Although necessary components in the evolution of a leader,
Leadership Education and Leadership Training are considered insufficient supports for the
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development of more abstract thinking and ability to foster adaptive work. Due the inclusion of
reflective practice through praxis, and the development of a greater awareness of the relationship
between the leader and efficacy of a school’s greater community, Leadership Development and
Leadership Identity development are valued as essential supports for the adaptive leader.
Conceptual Framework
A conceptual framework for this inquiry leverages Adaptive Leadership Theory (Heifetz
et al. 2009), Constructive Development Theory (Drago-Severson, 2008), and Critical
Supervision (Wiley, 2019) to suggest a possible structure, or culture, allowing educational
leaders to develop from a more technical orientation when facing complex challenges to a more
adaptive, collaborative problem-solving orientation. This can be accomplished specifically
through praxis, or dialogue, by creating administrative supports rich in adult learning theory (see
figure 2.3). Additionally, this framework suggests leaders can use adaptive work to better
position schools as complex adaptive systems.
Figure 2.3 illustrates the work of leadership as it exists along a continuum, ranging from
purely technical work on the left to purely adaptive work on the right. In reality, leaders face
challenges with a combination of technical AND adaptive work (Drago-Severson, 2010, 2013,
2014; Heifetz, 1994, Heifetz et al., 2009; Northouse, 2019). Layered within this continuum are
two supporting structures, constructive development theory and critical supervision, with their
own progressions. Here I argue a reliance on technical work is aligned with, and is indeed
influenced by the supports in place, or lack thereof, as they relate to characteristics of critical
supervision and constructive development theory. For example, an instrumental leader, or one
oriented around doing the job correctly, is a leader whose experiences with the leadership may be
informed primarily through formal education, or course work, and therefore limited exposure to
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praxis. As the supports around the leader become more focused on intrapersonal and
interpersonal reflection, and as more praxis is introduced through training and leadership
development, the leader begins to orient herself in relation to those around her, allowing her
greater capacity to engage in adaptive work.

Figure 2.3
Leadership Development for Adaptive Leadership (Conceptual framework for leadership
development illustrating a synthesis of Constructive Development Theory, Critical Supervision
and Adaptive Leadership allows schools to operate as complex adaptive systems)

Also illustrated in this framework is “the tension created by two interrelated opposites
acting in contradiction with each other” (Au, p. 177, 2007) by visually suggesting an iterative
process through which a certain degree of fluidity is to be expected. This notion is supported by
cognitive development theory in that adults may revert back to previous orientations during
challenging times (Drago-Severson, 2010). For example, a leader who through praxis identifies
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as a self-authoring knower may become overly concerned with how others may judge her during
a crisis moment. In this regard, the leader is now orienting herself as a socialized knower;
however, through reflective dialogue, the leader may regain confidence in her leadership ideals
and beliefs, characteristics of a self-authoring knower. The key takeaway here is the use of praxis
to influence the leader’s orientation with reality, or consciousness (Au, 2007; Drago-Severson,
2010).
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Context of Study
The methodology for this qualitative study is a phenomenological in nature making the
explanation as to how phenomenology as theory informed this research essential to describing its
methodology (Peoples, 2020). Phenomenology is both a philosophy and methodology. As a
philosophy, phenomenology takes an interpretivist stance maintaining the position an
understanding of reality and existence is gained through the study of the lived experience
(Peoples, 2020). As a methodology, phenomenology offers guidance for how to inquire and
make sense of questions relating to reality and existence. This is achieved through an analysis of
the lived experience. Phenomenological research is often aligned with one of two schools of
thought. Husserlian phenomenology concerns itself with questions of a more epistemological
nature, while Heideggerian phenomenology focuses on the nature of understanding itself.
Specific attention is given to Heideggerian phenomenology in this study as a hermeneutic
methodology was used.
Husserlian Phenomenology
Phenomenology as a modern methodology is significantly influenced by the German
philosopher Edmond Husserl who legitimized the practice in the early 20th century. Seeking to
offer an alternative to the positivist philosophies that dominated thinking of the time, Husserl
advanced the notion of finding the objective within the subjective through a transcendental
phenomenology aimed at reducing experience to its essence (Laverty, 2003; Urcia, 2021). To do
so, Husserl suggested a number of philosophical practices which would eventually be applied to
research methodology.
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At the center of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology is intentionality, or awareness.
Dowling (2007) describes intentionality as” the principle that every mental act is related to some
object, and implies that all perceptions have meaning” (p. 132). The essence of lived experiences
can therefore be best determined by describing how individuals make meaning. According to
Husserl, the researcher must suspend personal biases, prejudices and beliefs using a strategy
referred to as bracketing, or epoche (Dowling, 2007; Laverty, 2003; Peoples, 2020; Urcia, 2021).
Bracketing is an important characteristic of Husserlian phenomenology as it provides the mental
framework needed to arrive at the essence of a phenomenon. As Laverty (2003) states, ”Husserl
proposed that one needed to bracket out the outer world as well as individual biases in order to
successfully achieve contact with essences” (p. 23). For the researcher, this means other theories
must not interfere with the process of making meaning from experiences, only phenomenology.
As the methodology for this study does consider additional theories to help make meaning of the
phenomenon of interest, a different phenomenology is necessary.
Heideggerian Phenomenology
Evolving from Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology, Martin Heidegger’s
hermeneutic phenomenology established a more interpretive approach to the methodology
(Cooney, 2012). Heidegger disagreed with the Husserlian premise of bracketing biases, arguing
it is impossible for the subject (the researcher) to disregard all biases of what is being observed
(Cooney, 2012; Peoples, 2020). Summarizing Heidegger’s ontology, Laverty (2003) states “Preunderstanding is not something a person can step outside of or put aside, as it is understood as
already being with us in the world, [that] nothing can be encountered without reference to a
person’s background understanding” (p. 24). Moreover, Heidegger (1962) asserts the theories a
person brings to observing an experience actually fosters a realization of and appreciation for
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phenomena previously undiscovered or buried. “When something is understood but is still
veiled”, Heidegger (1962) argues, “it becomes unveiled by an act of appropriation, and this is
always done under the guidance of a point of view, which fixes that with regard to which what is
understood is to be interpreted. In every case interpretation is grounded in something we see in
advance - in a fore-sight” (p. 191). In the context of this research, fore-sights are this researcher’s
biases or preconceptions around adaptive leadership theory and cognitive development theory
(Peoples, 2020).
As describe by Peoples (2020), Heidegger’s concept of for-sight can be understood as
metaphorical lenses through which the researcher can better understand data. These lenses allow
the researcher to consider multiple perspectives when working to better understand a
phenomenon. How a phenomenological inquiry arrives at understanding is another way in which
Heidegger diverged from Husserl. Whereas Husserl’s phenomenology used bracketing to
understand experiences, Heidegger’s (1962) phenomenology suggested a reflective process
through the hermeneutic circle. Gademer (1975) describes Hermeneutic cycles as
neither subjective nor objective, but…as the interplay of the movement of tradition and the
movement of the interpreter. The anticipation of meaning that governs our understanding of a text
is not an act of subjectivity, but proceeds from the commonality that binds us to the tradition. But
this commonality is constantly being formed in our relation to tradition. Tradition is not simply a
permanent precondition; rather, we produce it ourselves inasmuch as we understand, participate
in the evolution of tradition, and hence further determine it ourselves. Thus the circle of
understanding is not a "methodological" circle, but describes an element of the ontological
structure of understanding (p. 293).

For this study, Adaptive Leadership theory and Cognitive Development Theory are considered
traditions to help better understand the nature of leadership during crisis. Experiences shared by
administrators (the whole) are considered through the lens of each theory (traditions), as well as
through reflection on how the researcher’s own experiences contribute to the understanding of
the phenomenon. Through hermeneutic reflection, this researcher hopes to “participate in the
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evolution of tradition,” as suggested by Gademer (1975) as it relates to the practice of adaptive
leadership in public education (p. 293).
Relationship Between Frameworks
As the methodology for this research uses a hermeneutic phenomenology, attention is
given to how Adaptive Leadership Theory and Cognitive Development Theory are used as lenses
through which the researcher understands the phenomenon of this study (Peoples, 2020).
Expanding on Heidegger’s (1962) theory of the hermeneutic circle, Gadamer (1975) explains
how new understandings of a phenomenon can emerge by constantly reflecting on the parts of a
phenomenon in relation to their whole and the whole in relation to its parts (Gadamer, 1975). For
this study, transcripts were initially read without the lens of additional frameworks as to develop
an initial understanding of each participant’s experience as a whole, or dasein (Heidegger, 1962).
Transcripts were then analyzed for their parts, using the lenses (or fore-sight) of Adaptive
Leadership Theory and Cognitive Development Theory Subsequent readings of each
participant’s dasein and relationship to the additional frameworks used in this study provided
opportunities for new understandings to emerge.
As an example of reflecting on the whole and its parts, the researcher for this study
initially observed a spectrum of levels for the capacity for adaptive leadership as explained
through Cognitive Development Theory. Through a hermeneutic cycle of reflection, new
perspectives were revealed as to how the participants’ experiences could be understood through
the additional framework, resulting in an abandonment of understanding through a spectrum and
the analysis of adaptive leadership through more generalized adaptive responses and capacities.
This revision allowed the researcher to see a new way in which each participant’s dasein could
be expressed through adaptive capacities and ways of knowing, and how these additional
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frameworks could be clarified as informing adaptive responses during the Covid-19 crisis. A
final outcome of the hermeneutic cycle resulted in the researcher reflecting back on the
relevant literature to realize how the decisions made by high school leaders better positioned
their schools as complex adaptive systems. Effectively, the hermeneutic cycle represented a
dialogue of sort between the researcher and the data, one leaning on the fore-sight of the
researcher to offers new insights and perspectives with each cycle of reflection (People, 2020).
Research Design
Unlike the adaptive challenges that had existed before the pandemic, the health crisis
presented adaptive challenges school administrators could not avoid and were forced to respond
to. These circumstances created a context for the study of adaptive leadership unprecedented in
prior research. The primary focus for this research was to learn how high school administrators
used adaptive leadership strategies to lead throughout the Covid-19 school crisis. However, this
study also seeks to understand how a participant’s orientation around ways of knowing, as
characterized by Drago-Severson’s (2009) application of constructive development theory,
informed adaptive practices preceding the pandemic. As this research explores “participant’s
psychological work of beliefs, constructs, identity development, and emotional experiences,” the
philosophical framework for this study characteristically qualitative and interpretive (Saldana, p.
200, 2016). A qualitative research philosophy was intentionally chosen for this study in order to
highlight experiences shared by participants. Through hermeneutic reflection a stronger
understanding was developed of how these factors relate to one another and manifested in the
context of the study.
Interview questions for this study were developed in a manner to elicit ways in which
participants experienced leading during the pandemic. Experiences were then analyzed for
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themes of adaptive leadership practices and cognitive development theory. Questions did not
explicitly identify adaptive leadership or cognitive development theory as to not lead the
participant, and to broaden the ability to capture adaptive capacities in other leadership styles
(i.e. collaborative leadership, distributive leadership). This study is more concerned with theory
building than it is with developing an organic grounded theory (Saldana, 2016). As such,
experiences were analyzed for characteristics of adaptive leadership, with the tenets of
constructive development theory serving as supportive to the leader’s ability to foster adaptive
work.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
RQ1: How did secondary school principals in Maine understand the adaptive challenges
presented during school closures due to the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic?
RQ2: In what ways do Maine high school principals discuss their development as a
leader, and how did these experiences inform their responses to the Covid-19
crisis?
RQ3: How may cognitive development theory be used to describe the capacity for
adaptive leadership by Maine high school principals?
RQ4: In what ways did Maine high schools operate as complex adaptive systems during
the Covid-19 pandemic?
Sampling
Purposeful, snowball sampling was used to identify fourteen high school administrators
to interview for this study. Initial participants were identified through an adjacent study on
superintendent leadership in Maine during the Covid-19 pandemic (Biddle et al., 2020). The

48

researcher was able to analyze transcripts to identify high school administrators who had applied
adaptive leadership approaches at the building level. Administrators were contacted for
participation during the Summer of 2020, interviewed, and asked for names of administrators
who led in ways they believed were aligned with the focus of this study. This process was carried
out until a proposed sample set of ten participants was achieved. In total, fourteen administrators
participated in this study.
Data Collection and Treatment
Data was collected over the course of a year between the summer of 2020 and 2021. All
participants were provided a description of participation and documentation of informed consent
(Appendix A). Participants for this study were interviewed virtually and recorded through a
video conferencing program (Zoom). Virtual participation proved to be an advantageous
approach for this work for a number of reasons. In the context of the pandemic, the decision to
use video conferencing rather than in-person interviews was initially in response to local and
state social distancing restrictions. A reliance on video conferencing to mitigate the impact of
these restrictions allowed the researcher to represent a comprehensive sample of geographic
locations in Maine, providing an equitability in participation that otherwise may not have been
possible (Roberts et al., 2021). Additionally, access to video recordings that could be viewed
unlimitedly allowed for greater opportunity to analyze the video transcript for non-verbal
communication (Lobe et al., 2020; Opdenakker, 2006).
Semi-structured interviews of participants were conducted using a one-hour interview or
two forty five-minute interviews. The interview protocol consisted of two parts. Part one focused
on the administrator’s experiences leading before the Covid-19 pandemic and asked
administrators to comment on 1) educational and training opportunities contributing to their
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development as a leader, 2) leadership development opportunities they had experienced through
informal interactions with colleagues or formal supports with mentors, and 3) their selfidentification with a leadership style. Part two focused on leadership decisions during the
pandemic and focused on 1) the characteristic of challenges they faced during the lockdown and
reopening phases of the pandemic, 2) the professional development needs of their faculty during
the pandemic and how those needs were met, and 3) the degree to which leadership structures
were leveraged to address challenges during the pandemic.
Transcriptions were scrubbed to remove identifying information such as the participant’s
name, the name of the school, and the location of the school. An alias was substituted for the
name of each participant as to protect identities, but also to maintain an ability to present results
through narration. All videos, digital transcripts and digital memos were stored using the
electronic device.
Instruments and Protocols
Semi-structured interviews were conducted, transcribed and coded for themes relating to
adaptive leadership and cognitive development theory. Interviews were conducted using video
conferencing (Zoom) and included two parts. As suggested by Allen (2001) and Scott (2001), a
school’s future actions are influenced and may be limited by its history. These thoughts inform
questions asked within the first section of the protocol. Section one sought to learn about the
administrator’s leadership background in order to bring out themes related to supervision
development. A semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix B, Interview 1) was used as a
guide for the first part of the interview. The four elements of critical supervision for leadership
(Leadership Education, Leadership Training, Leadership Development, Leadership Identity)
from this study’s conceptual framework served as themes for questioning (Wiley, 2019). For
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example, in order to gain insight into the degree to which a leader had been influenced by
reflective dialogue, or praxis, the researcher asked each participant to talk about the role
mentorship has had on their ability to lead. Questions were specifically designed to allowed for
the coding for constructive development theory as well (Drago-Severson, 2010).
A second part of the interview sought to understand how principals led during the period
between March 2020 and the following school year (See Appendix B, Interview 2). While
questions for the first part were semi-structured, the second session employed a single guiding
question approach to allow for a more authentic, narrative-based discussion to materialize
(Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski, 2002). Questions during the second interview were designed to
learn ways in which administrators identified and responded to challenges during the Covid-19
crisis in order to analyze for characteristics of adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009).
Data Analysis
Using the principles of Heideggerian phenomenology, an analysis of the data began with
a reading of each transcript to understand each participant’s unique experience leading through
the pandemic. Attention was also given to ways in which prior experiences informed and
influenced each leader’s approach to responding to such unprecedented challenges. As this study
seeks to contribute to existing theory and theory development, concept coding was used for the
first cycle (Saldana, 2016). A first round of coding focused on characteristics of adaptive
leadership as described by Heifetz et al. (2009). Parent nodes such as “regulating stress”, “giving
work to the people”, and “maintaining focus” were created to reflect adaptive work before and
during the pandemic. Additionally, transcripts were coded for connection to Constructive
Development Theory as characterized by Drago-Severson (2010). Parent nodes including “Self-
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Authoring” and “Transforming” were used to discover ways in which participants reflected these
ways of knowing.
As this phenomenological inquiry seeks to “elaborate or modify earlier theories in
different contexts and social circumstance,” coding was also used to look for “possible
relationships between categories and move the analytic story [of adaptive leadership] in a
theoretical direction (Saldana, p. 251, 2016). According to Drago-Severson & Blum-Stephano
(2018), a transforming way of knowing is an important capacity for the efficacy of adaptive
leadership as it allows leaders to use information from their environment to challenge their own
biases and preconceptions for change. The theoretic direction for this study, therefore, is the
relationship between adaptive leadership and transforming ways of knowing, with the Covid-19
pandemic providing the context for the study.
Study Timeline
The following timeline was used to complete data collection, data analysis and data
synthesis:
IRB Approval:

November 5th, 2020

Proposal:

November 18th, 2020

Data Collection:

December 2020 – July 2021

Data Transcription:

December 2020 – July 2021

Data Analysis:

July 2021 – December 2022

Defense:

January 14th, 2022

Positionality
As previously discussed, the methodology for this research aligns itself with a
Heideggerian phenomenology and therefore welcomes existing theories and dispositions in the
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analysis and synthesis of the data. Although the Hussurlian epistemology of bracketing is not
applicable here, it is important for the researcher to address and discuss personal biases and
intentions in relation to the context and subject of this inquiry as these biases inform how the
researcher constructed meaning from the data. The following researcher bias is addressed in
relation to the researcher’s professional role in public school and the value the researcher places
on adaptive characteristics as a leadership style.
First, the researcher of this study was employed as an administrator during the Covid-19
pandemic. The researcher served as a high school assistant principal for two districts in Maine,
one rural with a small student enrollment and relatively small faculty and another in proximity to
the largest city in northern Maine with a much larger student enrollment and larger faculty.
These experiences are influential in how the researcher continues to understand leadership in
public schools, and provide opportunities to observe ways in schools of different sizes and
geographic dynamics respond to adaptive challenges. Recall, a premise for this study is that
bureaucratic structures in high schools establish a balkanized culture impeding the opportunity
for adaptive work. This premise was established by the researcher while employed in a rural high
school where the nature of problem solving and the types of challenges teacher leaders and
administrators engaged with were observed as adaptive (i.e. establishing a school vision,
developing professional development, maintaining a positive school culture); whereas teacher
leaders in the larger school seemed more confident collaborating with administration around
more technical challenges relating to the school budget and schedules. Such observations very
well may constitute confirmation bias for the researcher in thinking about school structure,
leadership performance, and the efficacy of adaptive work.
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Another bias influencing this research is the value this researcher had for adaptive
leadership before conducting this study. As a school administrator, the researcher had the
opportunity to engage in and intentionally support adaptive work before and during the
pandemic. In this way, the researcher was able to practice principle of being simultaneously
present on the balcony and on the dance floor (Heifetz, 1994). While an administrator in the rural
high school, the researcher had the opportunity to engage the school’s leadership team in
adaptive challenges that forced participants to address archetypes of adaptive work, primarily in
reducing the gap between espoused values and organizational practice and shifting mindsets
(Heifetz et al., 2009). This is not to presume the researcher was successful or effective in
fostering adaptive work, but is included here as an example of hermeneutic reflection resulting
from considering the relationship between the researcher, context of the study, the content of the
study, and experiences shared by participants in this study.
Validity Threats and Limitations
Interviews were conducted a year or more since the event being studied (school closures
and reopening) so participants may not have recalled the events with the necessary clarity needed
for analysis. To minimize this validity threat, a life-calendar approach (Biddle et al., 2020) was
used when necessary to help remind participants of key events during the time period as well as
the chronological order. Member checking was used to ensure accuracy of participants’
comments and provide opportunities for elaboration. Generalizability is limited to the sample
group.
Ethical Issues
Participants were asked to share personal experiences that impacted their school
community so precautions were taken to ensure confidentiality. Informed consent forms (see

54

Appendix A) were required for participation in the interviews. All participant identification and
data were kept confidential and stored using the researcher’s University of Maine Google
account. Names and demographics of participants were changed to provide anonymity.

55

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS AND FINDINGS
“I think for people in leadership, and even new to leadership, understanding adaptive leadership
makes so much sense. It's the hardest part of the of the work, but it's also the most important part
of the work in terms of the development of people. I think in some ways it’s what teachers want”
(Principal Andrea Prince)
In this chapter, data gathered from interviews of fourteen Maine high school principals is
used to answer each of this study’s research questions. Findings for this research are also applied
to the conceptual framework used for this study (Figure 2.1). The research questions for this
study were specifically crafted to learn how prior experiences with leadership development
informed approaches to leadership during the Covid-19 pandemic and to understand the extent to
which adaptive leadership practices were used by Maine high school principals during the
Covid-19 pandemic. As an extreme case, the context of the pandemic served as an opportunity to
better understanding how adaptive leadership practice allow schools to operate as complex
adaptive systems.
Sample Description
Principals participating in this study were recruited by recommendation, or snowball
sampling. Participants were provided two interview options; a single one-hour interview or two
45-minute interviews. The interview protocol included two parts. Part one focused on each
leader’s development as an educational leader while the second focused on the leader’s
experience leading during the pandemic. Six of the participating principals were female and eight
were male. Five of the participants were principals of schools in southern Maine, six were from
central Maine, and three were from northern Maine. The total number of years of experience as a
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principal ranged from one to twenty, with an average of almost nine years in the profession.
Principals averaged four and half years as the principal of their current school (see Table 4.1).
For narrative purposes and to provide anonymity for participants, an alias was assigned
for each participating principal in the study. These pseudonyms are used throughout this paper.
Participants are listed from most years of experience to least.
Table 4.1
Demographics of Study Participants
Gender
M
M
F
M
F
M
M
M
M
F
F
F
F
M

Alias
Don Chevrolet
Michael Doggins
Alison Proctor
Terry Beard
Andrea Prince
Josh Foot
Aaron Raines
Richard LaBounty
Phil Baxter
Leslie Whittier
Christina Powers
Kelly Alricht
Phoebe Spetten
Gordon Skaits

Years of
Experience
20
18
14
10
10
9
9
7
7
7
5
4
1
1

Years Principal at
Current School
15
3
2
6
4
8
5
5
4
2
5
4
1
1

Leadership Style
(reported)
Servant
Distributive
Collaborative
Distributive
Adaptive
Collaborative
Collaborative
Transformative
Student-Centered
Collaborative
Authentic
Student-Centered
Collaborative
Adaptive

Summary of Findings
On Friday, March 13th, many schools in Maine began to close their schools. Those that
did not would decide to close by the end of the weekend. Although unaware how long the
shutdown would last, nor the impact the prolonged crisis would have on those in their care, it is
clear from their responses principals in this study understood the gravity of the situation and
responded accordingly. As Principal Raines recalled saying to his superintendent, “We’ve got to
do this; we’ve got to Apollo this thing,” referring to the speed and intensity with which he felt
obligated to act. So, without precedent nor historical reference to guide them, high school
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principals throughout Maine each took their own small step into an unfamiliar and unchartered
landscape.
How principals so suddenly adapted to a new landscape is of particular interest to this
study. Each participant shared a similar story of having to evaluate a profoundly unique situation,
repurpose practices and procedures in real time, and fundamentally re-envision the relationship
between school and community; and although their responses varied in how they carried out their
responsibilities, each demonstrated an ability to respond to unprecedented challenges in adaptive
ways. In some instances, principals took it upon themselves to be the primary source of
leadership and energy, placing their school on their shoulders and willing their faculty through
the crisis. Many adopted adaptive approaches out of necessity, realizing a need to harness
existing, sometimes latent, expertise of people throughout the organization in order to provide
the necessary supports for those who needed it most. Others responded to the crisis by leading
with their faculty, deploying an already adaptive culture to combat the pandemic that allowed to
deliberately cultivate “a shared sense of ownership” (Heifetz, et al., 2009, p. 161). Six themes
emerging from an analysis of the stories shared will be discussed in this chapter. Three themes
specifically relate to schools operating as complex adaptive systems, and provide context for
Research Questions 1 and 4. Three others relate to constructive development theory as
supportive to the capacity for adaptive work, and provide context for Research Questions 2 and
3.
Public High Schools Operated as Complex Adaptive Systems During the Pandemic
In a variety of ways, the Covid-19 pandemic forced public schools to function more
closely aligned with characteristics of complex adaptive systems. In a matter of days,
institutional norms, structures, and routines were challenged by unfamiliar circumstances leaders
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had to quickly learn to navigate. As Principal Aaron Raines shared, “We've never done this
before, no one had ever done this before. How do we still try to educate them?” With schools
closed, responsibilities shifted and greater demands were placed on teachers, students and
families. Consequently, organizational entropy and disorder quickly increased, placing strains on
the system. Participants in this study reported to have responded to these strains by quickly
establishing new ways of communicating with and engaging internal and external stakeholders
(feedback exchanges), by fostering new mindsets for how their schools would function and feel
(emergence), and by leveraging expertise throughout the organization to provide the necessary
supports to maintain education for their communities during such a significant crisis (agency).
Referring back to the Optimal Zone for Adaptive Change (illustrated in Figure 2.1, p. 30)
helps us to better understand how schools operate as complex adaptive systems during the
pandemic (Dooley, 1994; Heifetz et al., 2009). Recall, too much administrative control in an
organization impedes the potential for growth, performance, and adaptation, whereas too little
control results in a loss of an agreed upon identity, purpose, or ability to assimilate new
information. School leaders reported to have leveraged adaptive practices and maintained their
organization’s optimal zone for change by engaging a diversity of stakeholders through feedback
loops, establishing new mindsets (rules) for operating during the pandemic, and increasing
agency throughout the system to provide the necessary professional development for success. In
turn, schools better positioned themselves as complex adaptive systems capable of assimilating
information from the internal and external environment.
Principals Created Feedback Loops by Engaging Internal and External Stakeholders
Participants in this study reported decisions around communication that aligned their
organizations more closely with characteristics of complex adaptive systems (Keshavarz, 2010).
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These decisions primarily related to the degree to which feedback loops were used to gather,
process, and operationalize information from multiple stakeholders during the time school were
closed in the spring of 2020 and for reopening plans during the summer of 2020. Most
participants shared feeling a strong need to communicate with their now isolated school
community. Principal Don Chevrolet specifically recalled first having to “figure out how I was
going to communicate with students, parents and staff so I shared videos so they would have a
face to see, not just another memo. I thought it was going to be one of the big linchpins for
success.” Principal Christina Powers recalled a similar intuition:
When we went completely remote and we were separated it was just a matter of continuously
sending out emails and updates and memos and things like that, and having open zoom so you
can connect with me - you know, shoot me an email I'll be available here, whatever you need I'm
available. Just trying to be as open and transparent and available to them as I possibly could,
which was really challenging because I think my staff has done a good job walking through my
door at any time, but it wasn't the same thing, so we lost a lot for a little while because they felt
disconnected.

Both Don and Christina recognized the need establish and maintain a personal connection with
those in their care, and used familiar technology to increase their communications (email and
social media). As did Principal Phoebe Spetten, who shared “our students were more equipped
[with technology], so we just needed to [establish] communication. We use social media and we
use the local newspaper as decisions were made [about] how are they going to access classes.
We were able to get that information and sort of guide the students.” Despite these efforts,
faculties remained wanting for a stronger sense of unity and connectivity.
One of the most common ways in which high school principals in this study adapted to
provide unity and connectivity was through the use of video conferencing programs (Zoom and
Google Meet). Recognizing the social-emotional needs of his staff, Principal Richard LaBounty
hosted virtual staff meetings twice a day to “help take care of a lot of those emotional needs.”
Richard recalled,
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At the end of [each] meeting we opened it up for anybody who wanted to share anything. A lot of
times folks would share some of the things that were going on in their personal lives. People
might say, I got done early you know today and yesterday, I went out to work in my flower
garden right took some pictures, I just want to show you these things. It doesn't seem like it's
school related but it allowed us to maintain that connection, and for our staff that connection was
what I think got a lot of people through that early time of the pandemic.

Principal Alison Proctor also found video conferencing helpful in addressing her faculty’s socialemotional needs:
We [met] every Wednesday morning, not for professional development per se, but to know who's
doing what, what do you need, how can we support you? More of just an informal support group
on Wednesday mornings that staff came to with a lot of questions. If people needed something I
could help figure out what they needed or get them to the right people.

As the health crisis continued into the summer months, schools were faced with the very real and
very scary expectation to reopen their buildings. To do so, schools needed to adhere to state and
federal regulations demanding socially distant learning environments for students, staff, and
faculty, an entirely new set of challenges for principals and schools to negotiate.
To meet this adaptive challenge, principals reported to have leveraged technology in new
and innovative ways in order to communicate with and engage stakeholders. “I would say it was
a community collaborative effort,” Principal Spetten proudly shared; “We had bus drivers, we
had administrators, we had parents, and we had community members from the YMCA all part of
the conversation.” Principal Raines hosted a virtual open forum to present his school’s reopening
plans to families and community members, to get feedback on his school’s plans, and to address
any questions people had. Principals Josh Foot and Christina Powers each shared how valuable
an experience it was working with multiple stakeholders in developing their re-entry plans, a key
characteristic of a CAS (Fidan & Balci, 2017; Kashavarz, 2010), as many had the opportunity to
weigh in on significant issues that would impact families and community.
Despite schools being decentralized and isolated for so many people, the ways in which
leaders in this study leveraged technology to maintain (in many respects, build) community and
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scan their environments is emblematic of adaptive leadership. Moreover, the use of technology
to invite dialogue, to obtain valuable information from experts and stakeholders throughout the
community, and create real feedback exchanges for organizational improvement, all
characteristic of complex adaptive systems, allowed schools to more confidently operate in an
unfamiliar and unpredictable environment.
Principals Fostered New Mindsets (Rules) in Response to Changing Circumstances
Challenges are considered adaptive in part when possible solutions require people to
make mental shifts in how they perceive the problem and their responsibilities as they relate to
the problem (Heifetz et al., 2009). The educational challenges presented by the Covid-19
pandemic created a host of challenges requiring people throughout the educational system to
shift mindsets. High school principals reported to have faced the immediate challenge of
supporting new mindsets for teachers, students, families (as well as in themselves) as to maintain
confidence and mental health during a crisis. Indeed, education faced an existential crisis suddenly isolated from the classroom, from colleagues, from friends, and from the types of
support so many had come to rely on with ostentation, many had to grapple with new
understandings of what it meant to be a teacher, a student, and a parent.
At the high school level, participants noted the need to establish new mindsets around
student engagement, achievement, and grading practices. In Principal Alison Proctor’s opinion,
“It was hardest at thigh school. The high school teachers really struggled with wanting to make
sure they've covered their content, that kids understood it, and that they had grades to put in their
grade book.” The mere concept of asynchronous learning was antithetical to how high school
teachers had always approach their craft. Moreover, the sudden social-emotional needs students
and families required to navigate the pandemic seemed to be in conflict with traditional high
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school norms emphasizing work completion, compliance, attendance and passing classes. Alison
elaborated, explaining how she worked to adjust mindsets:
I reminded them the kids aren't necessarily there during the day when you're teaching because
now some of them are babysitting for their parents. So just trying to talk through the whole social
emotional piece. I kept saying “Remember folks, were in a pandemic - this is not a normal time in
teaching.” So, it was more talking it through and helping them to understand and accept the fact
that they couldn't do everything that they wanted to do for our kids. We did adjust the graduation
standards we had from last year because it was clear we had kids who were going to struggle.
There were kids out there that were really struggling and the adults could understand it because a
lot of the adults were struggling too. There was a lot of fear out there.

Alison was able influence the mindsets of her teachers by couching the conversation using the
same stress and anxiety they were feeling in the similar experiences that she knew students and
families in her community were feeling as well. She communicated through empathy. Her ability
to make meaning from competing perspectives allowed Alison the understanding and confidence
to impart and foster new mindsets in her faculty.
As a guiding principle for providing education during school closures the Maine DOE
suggested that schools operate and make decisions around a philosophy of “Do No Harm,”
suggesting that grading practices should in no way be used to penalize students for a lack of
engagement. Many principals in this study recalled unpacking this phrase with their faculty.
Principal Christina Powers recalled engaging her full faculty on Zoom to unpack and apply the
phrase in a way that made sense for their school and population. They met on Zoom and
Christina would email the summary of the discussion after “so everyone would be able to
provide feedback.” “We work collaboratively to make it work,” she recalled, “and we were given
the autonomy from our superintendent to work at the building level, so our approach to ‘Do No
Harm’ did not have to look the same as at the elementary.” Creating a new mindset came with
significant challenges, as Principal Leslie Whittier attested:
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I mean it was not easy, because I think there are still some departments that feel like we set the
kids up for failure this fall by not having grades count in the spring. And I just keep saying, we
were caught between a rock and a hard place. There were two wrong choices and we picked the
less wrong one.

Despite these challenges, Leslie was able to conclude the conversations “kept us together
throughout the pandemic.” Principal LaBounty shared a similar notion, sharing that he leveraged
the phrase to engage his faculty in considering alternative and divergent ways in which their
schedule could be adjusted for remote learning. “We needed to be flexible with a scheduled by
not having one,” he explained, “which for a lot of people was very scary and tricky. But our staff
said, we are going to meet every single day, we're going to have a staff meeting once a week, and
we'll come back to this and see what's happening.” He concluded, “one of the greatest things for
us in this [was discussing] ‘Do No Harm.’”
Some principals did not use the phrase “Do No Harm,” and instead engaged their schools
in the development of more organic philosophical commitments. Principal Phil Baxter shared his
experience working with his faculty “to understand that we were not grading from a punitive
standpoint.” Rather than use the phrase “Do No Harm,” Phil’s faculty embraced a philosophy of
“Space and Grace.” “We just talked about understanding that this is a pandemic,” he recalled;
“It’s not a regular year, but we need to be able to give them that space and grace, and then give
yourself that space and grace because we're not going to get through the same level of curriculum
that we used to.” Similarly, Principal Don Chevrolet recalls engaging his faculty around a
commitment to “Make a Reasonable Effort.” This wasn’t easy work, as many schools around
Principal Chevrolet were deciding only to improve scores students had when schools closed, “but
we only got there [agreement] because we're able to have some early conversations within the
Staff Council…and regular department meetings” as opposed to discussing in a full faculty
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meeting on the computer. It was those small group conversations Don recalls being the catalyst
for changing mindsets around student and teacher success within a remote learning environment.
Finally, principals in this study recalled the sudden need to shift their own mindsets in
order to be supportive of everyone in their care both professionally and emotionally. Principal
Beard shared a deep understanding of the gravity of the situation: “If you’ve faced trauma before
you do go to the zone,” he shared. “I mean there's a lot of research on this, that is part of the
survival piece, right?” The real test of leadership during a crisis is having “to process what the
most important things we need to take care of right now, and how do I support people to get
through this - that is the priority, and you have to you know that idea of servant leadership.” He
emphatically concluded, “And I have to serve needs right now”. Principal Christina Powers,
shared a similar feeling of needing to be present:
Like with all trauma, we kind of forget a little bit just because we kind of push it away, but what I
remember about it is, I remember being very visible. I remember knowing in those two days there
is so much that I need to be doing in my office. I could close the door and shut down for these
next 48 hours and get ready and get letters put out, and all this kind of stuff that wasn't what my
staff needed. They need to be able to have me available, they needed to be able to see me. So
going from classroom to classroom, department to department, just [asking] what do you need?
How are you doing? What can I get you?

These selfless and heroic approaches to leadership are emblematic of adaptive leaders, yet they
come at a cost.
As Heifetz et al. (2009) remind us, the adaptive leader runs the risk of “carrying other
peoples’ water in the workplace,” a circumstance left unchecked could lead to feelings of being
ineffective, of being overwhelmed, and professional burn out (p. 203). “People were scared,”
recalled Principal Spetten, so “being there, being present, showing up and smiling and saying,
‘you can do it and I'm so proud’” was vitally important for the emotional health of her faculty.
She needed to be visible and for those in her care to know she cared. However, she went on to
say, “I'm also incredibly real. I have no problem saying, ‘I'm having a hard time.’ And I was, you
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know. As leaders we need to stop and take a break, because everyone needs that, and then we go
right back at it”. Recognizing the stress, she and her faculty were under from carrying so much
water, Principal Alricht tried to establish a new mindset around work expectations and
connectivity with families. She recalls,
They were getting emails [all the time]. I had to make it clear at weekly staff meetings through
zoom that they needed to set their schedules and not deviate from it. I assured them that I would
support them. I let them know that if a parent called me because they wanted to talk to you at five
o'clock and you didn't answer the phone, I will deal with that. They needed to take care of
themselves and I started stressing that more.

Principal Alricht shared she tried hard to follow her own advice, granting herself the permission
to set her own schedule and tried not deviate from it. The stories these principals shared
regarding how they each emotionally oriented themselves during the crisis provide glimpses into
how adaptive leadership is strengthened by transforming ways of knowing and leading, as
evident by the degree to which leaders demonstrated the emotional intelligence to think
outwardly and with empathy.
Principals Increased Agency by Leveraging Expertise to Provide Professional Development
Isolated from the school building, teachers and students began to reconcile their unique
circumstances on their own. It was a precarious time for schools. Recall from the concept of
organizational performance and entropy, organizations not properly aligned with their
environment (in this case schools operating as closed systems in a complex environment)
naturally trend towards disorder (Dooley, 2019; Fidan & Balci, 2017, Kashavars, 2017). Indeed,
the complexities presented by the pandemic had created a significant amount of organizational
entropy, propelling the system well beyond the optimal zone of adaptive change (see Figure 2.1),
and principals recognized this.
Principal Aaron Raines chose to assume more control of the decision making early on,
working diligently to implement a vision he had to retain and maintain as much predictability
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and familiarity he as he could. Armed with some recent and serendipitous training using Google
Classroom for math instruction, Aaron recalled imploring those around him to commit to a
synchronous plan for remote learning. “We’ve got to Apollo this thing,” he exclaimed,
remembering his response to his school being closed:
I went to that meeting Sunday morning with a clear vision that we should be synchronous, we
should use Google meet as our platform, we’ll use Google classroom because we already have
number of teachers. And we're going to use it Monday and Tuesday to train the teachers on how
to how to create a Google Meet, how to integrate it with a Google classroom, and how to set up
their Google Classroom so that when we flip the switch Wednesday morning and go live with this
it works.

That Monday morning, with all his teachers in their classrooms and on their computers, many for
using Google Meets for the first time, Aaron’s faculty took a first collective step towards how
they would operate for the next three months, learning new skills and adapting practices in ways
that would endure well passed the time this paper was written. However, he did not ignore the
thinking and concerns around him. He recalls walking around his building throughout the two
days before teachers went home for the spring to provide additional support for those who were
not as confident with technology. And he listened to the concerns of voices outside his building.
“Some of the feedback, even at the end of that first week,” he recalled. “was the classes just felt
too long…so we adapted the schedule, and our grading which involved homework.” Principal
Raines’s account of leading in a time of crisis highlights an important adaptive leadership skill,
regulating stress. An ability to create an environment where people can feel supported at their
level of confidence to take risks is important, but so is the wherewithal l to regulate stress, to
proceed with caution as to maintain the optimal zone for adaptive change (Drago-Severson,
2018). By modeling his vision for his faculty using his own training experience, Principal Raines
was able to expand his informal authority (I’m not asking of you what I’m not asking of myself)
and build stamina for the journey (watch me take the risk first).
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As previously explored, adaptive high school principals made decisions around
communication opening the organization to critical information and feedback necessary for
success, while ongoing discussion and dialogue allowed many to make the necessary shift in
thinking to understand an unfamiliar and unpredictable environment. Additionally, principals
reported to have led adaptively by leveraging expertise (agency) from within their organizations
to quickly provide opportunities for people to learn remote learning practices. Principal Josh
Foot was honest with faculty: “As the building principal I always felt I need to have the right
answer, but there was no right answer, so you’ve got to let down your guard a little bit and say
‘guys, we really need to troubleshoot this because I honestly don't have the right answer. So, let's
have the conversation.’” Those conversations led to teachers stepping up to support their
colleagues throughout the crisis. Teachers provided timely professional development on
incorporating web-based programs into asynchronous instruction, and Josh was able to support
this work by communicating what was being offered. “What I saw happening,” he shared, “was
the breaking down of the silos that always seem to happen in high schools where people just go
in their room, close the door, and they don't share. There was more sharing going on.” As a
result, teacher empowerment emerged, sometimes in unexpected ways.
Principal Alison Proctor recognized the benefits of teacher empowerment in her school as
well. Guided by a conviction that real change happens organically - “never think you are the one
in control, t’s the street level bureaucrats the run the place” she shared - Alison helped to create
opportunities for leadership to emerge from within her faculty. She knew “even if I have what I
think is a good idea, if I can't get the people on the ground to understand it and get on board it's
never going to go anywhere.” From this conviction grew an even stronger appreciation and
working relationship with her faculty:
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The only thing that's going to change anything is relationships, so I think this pandemic has
provided me with even more opportunities to build relationships with my staff; whether they're
hysterical because they're out for 14 days or they're at school and feeling like they need me. I've
always felt like I listened to staff, but the desire to learn and grow really struck me. I didn't expect
my staff to say, I can lead something and I figured it out. I think it just gave me an opportunity for
them to hear me validate them and strengthen the relationships that I have already started
developing.

Josh and Alison each recognized the importance of empowering teachers to assume leadership
roles was just as much about the integration of technology as it was about the opportunity for
their faculties to collaborate on an authentic task, to take risks, and the collegiality that was
fostered though that adaptive work.
Examples of adaptive challenges were found throughout experiences shared leading
through the Covid-19 crisis. When analyzed for characteristics of adaptive leadership, the
decision and actions conveyed in the stories shared by participants are examples of schools
functioning as complex adaptive systems. Opportunities for information and feedback exchange
from stakeholders within and outside the organization was fostered by leveraging technology in
new and innovative ways, new mindsets regarding the nature of teaching and learning during the
crises were fostered through continuous dialogue, and teacher agency increased as expertise was
tapped for professional and emotional supports throughout the organization. An unintended
outcome of pandemic, the Covid-19 crisis influenced and strengthened open-system perspectives
regarding the relationship between school and community.
Maine High School Principals Addressed Challenges Through Adaptive Work
High school administrators in Maine used adaptive leadership to respond to unique
challenges presented by Covid-19 pandemic. What follows are three examples of how the
experiences shared by Maine high school principals can be understood through the lens of
adaptive work (Heifetz et al., 2009). The selections (illustrated in Table 4.2, p. 73) were
specifically selected as representations of the themes emerging from participants discussing their
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adaptive challenges: logistics/communication, grading practices/mindsets, and professional
development. Table 4.2 summarizes the technical and adaptive aspects of challenges participants
shared through their stories.
In this first exemplar, Principal Don Chevrolet expressed how issues of rurality created
challenges around communication, resource distribution, and the use of technology. With
students unable to receive their education in a central location (the school), existing inequities
manifested in varying levels of family support, access to educational resources, and Wi-Fi
availability. In Don’s school, geography was a major factor. To respond to these challenges, he
worked with his leadership team to develop a plan to address the inequities now exacerbated by
the lockdown. Using a variety of communication modalities (letters home, calls home, social
media posts, video posts), Don remained in close contact with their families, prioritizing those he
knew were most at risk of disengaging from the education at the time.
The challenges shared by Principal Chevrolet can be understood through the lens of
technical solutions and adaptive work. From a technical perspective, Don’s team was able to
leverage past experience and expertise to address the inequities caused by the lockdown. As with
school throughout Maine, federal and state funds were allocated and made available for schools
to purchase computers, tablets, and internet access points. Although this presented a new
challenge, Don was able to address this through an existing skillset. Moreover, Don’s school was
already a 1-1 school; meaning, each student was already issued a laptop device. However,
adaptive work was required for his faculty to process inequities created by the pandemic, and the
shift in mindsets his leaders and teachers would need to make in order for his students to be
properly supported. Additionally, Don had to shift his own mindset about communication, and
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his role in maintaining effective and consistent communication throughout his school
community.
In this second example, Principal Leslie Whittier shared the difficulties that came with
balancing the emotional toll the crisis played on teachers, students and families with maintaining
academic expectations during the lockdown. Principals shared a variety of approaches to this
problem by not scoring academic work at all, maintaining scores, and reducing the amount of
work assigned. Leslie presented the problem to her leadership team who ultimately decided on a
pass-fail approach that would reduce concerns around fairness in grading with a level of
academic expectation her team felt was appropriate. “They were super helpful,” Leslie said of
her leadership team; “they clashed on some things when things got difficult, but really pulled
together.” Through an adaptive lens, the challenge of grading during the pandemic can be
explained through the loss professionals feel when forced to respond to change. As Heifetz’ et al.
(2009) explain, “what people resist is not change per se, but loss” (p.). Pedagogy, grading
practices, and the ability to provide students feedback are deeply rooted in a teacher’s
professional identity. The sudden and jarring loss of the ability to carry out these functions in the
manner teachers had been accustomed to was a challenge that required adaptive work. Leslie
demonstrated the capacity for adaptive work by leveraging her leadership team as allies and coparticipants in solving the problem.
A third example involves the adaptive challenge of providing the necessary professional
development to confidently work through such unique educational circumstances. In response to
the lockdown, high schools throughout Maine created opportunities for students to engage
synchronously, asynchronously, or combinations of both in order to maintain access to
curriculum. All of these approaches demanded teachers learn new skills and develop new
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mindsets around creating and delivering instruction. Principal Alison Proctor used electronic
surveys to allow her faculty to share their concerns and professional needs. The feedback she
received allowed her and her leadership team to develop professional development opportunities
for teachers to voluntarily engage in. Moreover, this example of giving work back to the people
most impacted by the decisions (Heifetz et al., 2009) is demonstrative of Alison’s ability to
leverage the expertise of people throughout her school, an organizational process in contrast to
the more linear administrator-teacher relationship. As previously explored, public high schools
are complex adaptive systems, as are human beings. In this example, Alison’s use of adaptive
work to generate agency allowed her school and faculty to operate as complex adaptive systems.
Using adaptive approaches may help building administrators shift organizational dynamics to
better align with complex adaptive systems.
These stories are reflective of the adaptive challenges shared by participants in this study.
Principals reportedly responded to challenges around logistics and communication, grading
procedures, and providing professional development, each of which compounded by the isolating
nature of the state-wide lockdown. Principals were able to respond to these challenges using
familiar approaches and solutions; however, each of these challenges required new learning, new
ways of problem solving, and new mindsets (Heifetz et al., 2009).
Experiential Alignment with Constructive Development Theory Supported Adaptive Work
As suggested by the conceptual framework for this study, the capacity for adaptive
leadership is dependent upon a leader’s ability to think abstractly both in how she makes
meaning for herself as proscribed by constructive development theory, AND how she
understands her role as an educational leader. To support this assertion, a second round of coding
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Table 4.2
Technical and Adaptive Work Required During Covid-19 Pandemic
Participant’s Quote

Technical Work

Adaptive Work

“We have some areas that are really remote geographically, so
there's no cell coverage. So, how do we get information out to
those families? We had some real logistical issues.” (Don
Chevrolet)

• Acquiring technology
through the Maine DOE or
through grants.
• Leaning on familiarity with
1-1 technology deployment.

• Focusing on equity in
technology distribution.
• Communicating with
families in crisis.

“Trying to help faculty understand that we were not grading
from a punitive standpoint. We were not meeting [with
students] virtually at the time. Staff could reach out to students
and families through email, through zoom, through Google
Meet, but we weren't scheduling actual classes, so people were
doing it on their own.” (Leslie Whittier)

• Leveraging familiarity with
online educational platforms.
• Applying proficiency-based
and standards-based grading
practices.

• Adjusting mindsets for
grading to fit a new
educational reality.
• Learning to create and
implement asynchronous
curriculum.

“We put out a survey to all staff asking ‘What do you need?
What would you like, and what do you think you can offer?’
We payed people to plan and provide professional
development.” (Alison Proctor)

• Using digital forms (Google)
to survey faculty.
• Allocating funds to support
professional development.

• Placing responsibility for
determining what supports
people require in the hands
of those with the expertise.
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applied Drago-Severson’s Pillars of Practice (Teaming, Providing Leadership Roles, Collegial
Inquiry, Mentoring) to analyze ways in which high school principals demonstrated an ability to
create adaptive cultures before the pandemic. According to Drago-Severson & Blum-Stephano
(2018), having at least some characteristics of a transforming way of knowing is an important
factor for the efficacy of adaptive leadership. Leaders with transforming ways of knowing have
experiences that serve to expose their own biases and challenge existing preconceptions. In turn,
transforming leaders are able to more effectively assess their changing landscape and recognize
the different emotional and professional needs of their faculties. For this reason, specific
attention was given to this particular way of knowing during analysis.
Of the four pillars, the practice of Teaming, primarily through the use of teacher
leadership teams, was reported to have been used most frequently and with the most confidence
by participating principals. Collegial Inquiry was the next most frequently applied pillar
followed by Providing Opportunities for Leadership. Principals in this study did not discuss
creating cultures for Mentoring in their buildings, although they did discuss serving as mentors
or benefiting from having been mentored. Teaming, Collegial Inquiry and Providing
Opportunities for Leadership are discussed below.
Transforming Knowers Are Confident Leading Through Teaming
Adaptive leaders in this study demonstrated transformational ways of knowing in how
they supported teaming before the pandemic. Most often, high school leadership teams were
comprised of teacher leaders representing content area departments. Participants expressed to
have leveraged teams and individuals within their faculties before the pandemic to meet a variety
of challenges. Teaming was primarily used as a laboratory of ideas for administrators and
teachers to collectively pursue a common goal or engage in a common task; however, some
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reported to have engaged their teams in team building to strengthen relationships and strengthen
the team’s effectiveness. Finally, participants talked in terms of the increased buy-in they noticed
as a result of teaming.
Principals conveyed having characteristics of transforming ways of knowing when
describing their experiences using teaming as a laboratory of ideas before the pandemic. A selfidentified adaptive leader with over twenty years of experience as an administrator, Principal
Andrea Prince had worked through a variety approaches with developing her teams. Early in her
career, Andrea recalled supporting her leaders by exposing them to different leading styles
during their summer leadership retreats:
We put them (learning styles) on a poster and we saw what corner everybody is in sort of a Myers
Briggs type thing, but a little bit different. And people were like, ‘Oh, Now I know why you are
the way you are because you're on this spectrum of leadership and I'm on the opposite corner.’
So, it gave us an opportunity to talk about [leadership], and how it impacted who we were as a
group, who we were when we were in front of our people - you know, their teacher leaders. I just
tried to give them more opportunities to learn and understand about how to be a leader.

As she gained experience, and guided by a personal commitment to “role model that we are all
still learning,’ Andrea’s approach evolved to support her leaders in more intentional ways:
Now I called them an “Advance” instead of a “Retreat. I call it a leadership “Advance”. You
would do a two-day “advance” before we got down to stuff. And they would say, ‘We just want
to get down to planning the calendar and doing the schedule.’ I would say, ‘Okay we'll get there,
but we also have to do a little bit of learning ourselves.’ So, I try to involve them in school data.
‘Let’s look at it together - and yes it's hard, and yes it's messy.’ I try to not sugarcoat anything
really, but to immerse them in what a leader has to be part of. They get to do the technical stuff
but they have to also kind of you know roll up their sleeves and get a little bit dirty with the work.
Stylistically, I ask a lot of questions when I might already know the answer. I want them to come
to the answer themselves. They'll say, ‘Well, what are we going to do about this and this?’ And
I'll say, ‘Well, how do you think we should we approach that?’ I mean I don't always have the
answer, so I asked a lot of questions.

For practitioners, Andrea’s reflection provides a great account of how a leader can grow to
influence and impact others. For scholars interested in adaptive leadership, her story is anecdotal
support to the assertion adaptive leaders must have at least some characteristics of a
transformative way of knowing (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2010). Through a
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developmental lens, Andrea’s journey demonstrates growth from a self-authoring way of
knowing to one more transforming. Early in her career, Andrea worked to improve her team by
providing opportunities for each leader to grow by creating a safe holding environment for
leaders to learn and be intellectually pushed through discussion. Ultimately, Andrea came to
realize she needed to move beyond developing her leaders as individuals, and began focusing on
growing her team’s capacity for adaptive work, a characteristic of a transforming way of
knowing (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2010).
A self-identified collaborative leader, Principal Pheobe Spetten is a leader who believes
in “collecting voice and perspective” of those on her leadership team, and leans on her team to
set goals for her school. “How can I lead if nobody's following where are we going?” she asked
rhetorically when recalling her first couple years in her current position. Phoebe’s transforming
way of knowing shined through as she recalled a conversation she had with a dissenting member
of her team. She remembers working hard to have this person consider other perceptions
regarding a controversial decision the team was working through before the pandemic:
There's an assumption that everyone else feels the same way, you know? So, trying to help them
understand perspective. I hear what you're saying; however, let's have you talk to other folks.
Trying to get them to understand that it’s your feeling. It's valid and I understand it's based on
past experience. But, let's take a look at that. What I want to try to help you understand is it’s
your past experience, and that doesn't mean that's where we're at as a school. So how can I bring
you forward? Or let's find a balance. Maybe there's something that I hadn't considered and so
there's some validity to what you're saying, but how can we make it better?

Phoebe understands the negative impact competing commitments (Heifetz et al., 2009) can have
on adaptive work, and the important role she plays in her team as the one who must challenge
and stretch the thinking of each member so the group, as a collaborative, can grow.
Principal Don Chevrolet’s experience with teaming also helps us understand the
responsibility the adaptive principal has to the team. He recalls his experience with a team was
not operating ineffectively:
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I was building leadership team surveys to get all the information and then making a decision, then
implement it, and never do anything else. That process helped me understand the value of coming
back to saying, ‘This is how we made this decision as a group. This is why we're doing it. This is
where your voice was’. And making sure to keep circling back to, ‘Remember, this was us guys,
this is the team. We did this together. We know that this is our goal’.

With all the initiatives and demands of the job, maintaining a team’s focus on the process is not
easy. Don continued, “so you always have to circle back to it, report back to it, report back to it
so that doesn't become just, ‘Don said we needed this program.’ It sounds a bit like a broken
record, but it doesn't allow the organization to ever distance itself from the decision, and it’s not
just one person having an opportunity to celebrate it.” The adaptive leader must be able to
“encourage patience with the practice of collaborative work (Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano, 2018, p. 75), and have the confidence to be the voice encouraging the team to “keep
the work at the center of people’s attention and hold steady” (Heifetz et al., 2009, pp. 128-130).
Principal Alison Proctor agrees with the value of teaming, but she also believes strongly
in intentionally supporting the type of team she wants to lead. As she shared, “I don’t have any
illusions I am in control anything; it's really the street level bureaucrats that run the place, so it
has to be a collective group effort for me [to succeed as a leader].” However, Alison recalled a
truly adaptive challenge she faced with her team before the pandemic – improving school
culture. Noticing unhealthy group dynamics in her building Alison decided to take on the
challenge of changing the culture in her school. “I was told it would be professional suicide,” she
recalled, but “if it's professional suicide I'll walk away because I won’t want to work there
anyway.” From there, Alison engaged her leadership team in team building exercise designed to
establish values of professionalism and collegiality:
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We did a T-chart on what it looks like to be professionals, what it sounds like to be professionals.
We did role-playing on gossiping. How do we respond? What are we going to say? We just did a
lot of training on what it looks like to be a team and what it feels like when you work on a team.
How do you interact, how do you disagree when you're on a team? We did a lot of formal and
informal exercises on how to function as a team and as a group. And it wasn’t easy work. I mean
it is hard work, and you have to be willing to look yourself in the mirror and see your flaws. And
they have to be willing to kind of put aside some of their own personal agendas, and you your
own personal agenda, for what's the best for this team. There were growing pains and there were
a lot of uncomfortable staff meetings, but the work was really worth it, and I think they started to
see the value in treating each other like professionals

Alison’s story highlights the age-old leadership challenge of closing the gap between the
espoused values of an organization and the behaviors of the people within (Argyris & Shon,
1996; Heifetz et al., 2009). What made Alison’s approach adaptive was her confidence “naming
the elephant in the room” (Heifetz, 2009, p. 166). From the balcony, Alison was able to
recognize the school was not going to be able to move forward with anything until people
recognized and reconciled with the culture. She also recognized she would suffer as a leader if
she ignored this most pressing organizational issue. On the practice field, Alison was able to
“provide opportunities for promoting, analyzing, and critiquing” what it meant to be a
professional by fostering “roles that were multifaceted and complex” (Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano, p. 75, 2018), hallmarks of a transforming way of knowing and leading. As evident by
stories shared by participants in this study, principals who leverage teaming in their schools have
a greater ability to nurture shared ownership for decisions (Heifetz et al., 2009). In doing so, they
can better foster adaptive capacities by relinquishing work to their teams, mobilizing their
schools to engage in adaptive work, and encourage independent judgement (Heifetz et al., 2009).
Transforming Knowers Have Experience Supporting Collegial Inquiry
Adaptive leaders in this study shared transformational ways of knowing in how they
engaged in collegial inquiry, or feedback. Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018) remind us
leaders “cannot engage in collegial inquiry alone...they need at least one other person” (p. 80).
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When done effectively, collegial inquiry can expose blind spots keeping a person, or group of
people, from growing. While some of the leaders in this study shared experiences growing from
feedback received from an individual, such as a colleagues or mentor, others shared
opportunities receiving feedback through collaborative exercises.
Principal Alison Spetten’s journey as an educational leader is typical in that her success
and hard work in the classroom opened doors for her to become an administrator. She learned,
however, some of the qualities that allowed for her success in the classroom were not as
important for those around her in her new role as an administrator. Prefacing some early critical
feedback she had received when first becoming a principal, Alison reminded me, and maybe
herself, of her predisposition to be “work oriented, and very efficient.” She told a story of her
secretary bringing to Alison’s attention that she wasn’t measuring up to the previous principal:
So maybe a month or so into my principalship she's like, You know I kind of missed the fact that
Jack used to sit down and chat with us once a while. She's like, ‘You're all business.’ So it was
really good. She didn't really get mean. It isn't like feedback-feedback, but it was an epiphany to
me that, Okay, you have to somehow figure out how to balance getting your work done and be
visible and create these meaningful relationships with people.

Alison characterized this dialogue with her secretary as not “feedback-feedback,” but it was. She
could have easily disregarded comment as a personal slight from a subordinate, as a selfauthoring knower may, or become offended and shrink into herself as a socializing knower may.
However, as a transformative knower, Alison demonstrated the ability to use critical feedback to
“understand more about how others think and feel,” to “see beyond [her] current constructions of
how the world works” so she could “manage better the complexities…of leading” (DragoSeverson & Blum-Stefano, p. 22, 2018). More importantly, Alison reminds us that critical
feedback need not always come through traditional channels - they can come from the most
unexpected moments. Moreover, her epiphany that she must balance her work ethic with
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relationship building would continue to informer her as collaborative leader and help craft how
she supported teaming with her leadership team.
Reflecting on how experiences with mentorship supported her as a leader, Alison
provided a meaningful example that would continue to influence her collaborative approach to
leadership. In this case, however, the feedback received was asked for rather than unsolicited, a
sign of her growth and self-awareness as a leader. Alison was frustrated with a member of her
leadership team who was not behaving to her expectation. She described this person’s behavior
as undermining the work she was trying hard to engage her team with, so she asked for help from
her mentor who just happened to be the outgoing principal. The way she processed the feedback
speaks to her emergence as a transformational knower. She recalled:
I remember calling and saying, I don't get why this person is behaving in this manner, can you
help me? And his perspective on that person was so different from mine. It made me step back
and say, ‘Okay, so why am I seeing this person in this light?’ What he said was that she had been
one of his superstars. He worked with this person, it was his go to person. And so I was able to
see that this person was feeling left out. They had lost power they had with the outgoing
principal. He was able to make me see from somebody else's view, and I think that's really
important because we kind of get locked in our own blinders sometimes.

Alison intuition to seek advice in this situation allowed her the opportunity to consider a
different way of understanding the challenge. Her ability to process that information, to expand
her thinking, and adjust her approach speaks to her transformational way of knowing. Rather
than perceiving the person’s behavior as a threat to her leadership, Alison was able to
acknowledge the importance of including people on her leadership team who may disagree with
her, sharing:
Sometimes you got to put your enemies closer so you can win them over. So she's brought a lot of
things to the table that are kind of a different view, but even at the end of last year she said to me,
‘So I know this hasn't always been comfortable with me on the team’, but she goes, ‘What I
figured out is no matter what I bring to the table you listen to me, and you act like you care about
what I'm saying’. And she goes, ‘I really feel like I'm a valued member of your team’.
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Morgan (1998) reminds us that leaders “who are skilled in the art of reading organizational life
have a capacity to remain open and flexible, suspending immediate judgement…[and] approach
situations from new angles…[to] create a wide and varied range of possibilities for action” (p. 4).
Through her acceptance of critical feedback from colleagues and mentors, Alison has used her
experiences to further her understanding and approach to teaming, a quality that would help her
work through the challenges of the leading a school, and a district, through a pandemic.
A self-identified adaptive leader, Principal Gordon Skaits was one of two first-year
principals interviewed for this study. “I work with an extraordinary team,” he shared, “and I
think if I were to acknowledge my role it would simply be as a facilitator, like a point guard on a
basketball team. I don't have to score the basket.” There is a great deal of humility in Gordon’s
sports analogy, as well as an implied awareness of the strengths existing within his colleagues
and his own limitations. Traditionally a selfless position, the point guard on a basketball team
must be able to dictate the flow of the game and have the court awareness to pass the ball to the
player who has the best opportunity to succeed at any given point. Throughout the interview,
Principal Skaits’ projected a desire to empower his colleagues, even at the expense of his own
recognition, and to place them in situations where their success would translate to the school’s
success resonated throughout the interview, and are the makings of an adaptive leader.
As a first-year principal, Gordon was still working his way into his new position when
the pandemic forced his school to shut down. However, in that short period of time he’d been
able to make some significant changes to how he approached his job. “It was a great start to the
school year,” he recalled. “We got a lot of positive feedback, you know, with the new
administration, but I maybe came in a little too regimented, maybe intense, so I had to shift
gears.” Principal Skaits shared a particular moment from early in the year, one involving student
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discipline, that forced him to reconsider his approach and how he was being perceived by people
in his building:
A lot of the kids were complaining, this guy must be a drill sergeant or something. But I had one
student in particular who was just unfazed. He was like, “You don't scare me and I don't like
you”. And I was like, Oh crap. But it hit me, that was a turning point for me as a principal
because I sat at my desk and I was like, I'm a nice guy, I think. I like to crack jokes; I like to
create a friendly type of environment. I don't want this to be boot camp. Who's going to want to
come here if it's boot camp. It changed a lot of how I approach things; but didn’t I work on
establishing of very, very different climate.

Principal Skaits had fallen into the trap of leading through personality rather than presence
(Parks, 2005). In his mind, being strict and assertive was synonymous with being a strong
principal. However, like in Alison’s case, there was a blind spot in his leadership he needed
someone else to expose (Morgan, 1998). Within that interaction with the student, Gordon was
simultaneously “on the practice floor” and “on the balcony” (Heifetz et al., 2009), a moment
made possible by his developmental capacity, as cognitive development theory suggests, to hear
critical feedback in a way that would allow him to grow. It is also a quality that would allow
Principal Skaits to confidently adapt to the changing circumstances he would soon face.
The story of how Gordon came to appreciate critical feedback is an informative one.
Although new to the role of principal, he had prior experience in leadership that profoundly
influenced how he chose to lead. For example, he recalled a mistake he had made as an athletic
director, a mistake his superintendent responded to with a developmental lens:
He never made me feel bad he never raised his voice he handled it like a true professional, and I
learned a lot by watching how he approached that [situation] and it helped me learn how to
approach staff. But he didn't just bring it to my attention, he brought in a veteran athletic
administrator. And he didn't just tell me here's how I think you should have approached it or
here's something for you to consider, he made it a team effort. He brought in someone to share in
that mentorship process and that just really stood and that was five six years ago, but it really
stuck out to me it's just what a great way to approach that.

As Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018) suggest, mentoring can serve as a pillar to
leadership development, and be used to support a variety of organizational needs. Indeed, this

82

formative experience was one Principal Skaits said he’s continued to “leverage to create a team
atmosphere” in his school, but also one that informed how he processes feedback from others.
Gordon’s leadership style was also defined by his unique experience serving in the
United States military. “One thing that's fascinating,” he shared, “is watching the military start to
slowly come around to understand it's not World War II; we can't scream and holler and punish
and expect an outcome. All you will get as compliance.” Connecting his observations to school
culture, he suggested, “maybe there's a better way to lead, and it's been awesome to see that
training transform [in the military], and it's been very interesting to see that trend [in schools] as
well.” The critical lens through which Gordon is able to observe these shifting professional
landscapes evokes a postmodernist critique of bureaucratic school structures that often impede
the ability for an organizational to collectively learn, adapt and evolve to changing social,
economic, and political dynamic (Dooley, 1997).
Principal Phoebe Spetten, a self-described energetic and passionate leader, recalled need
to build strong awareness for her strengths; “I get things done,” she commented, “I push and I
advocate.” It was feedback she received from her mentor, however, that allowed her to better
understand the potential hazard of leading with such zeal. She now knows “there are times when
I can be overwhelming… and I need to step back and slow my brain and maybe sort of quiet that
enthusiasm in the moment.” Principal Phil Baxter recalled a similar experience with feedback
from a district supervisor that allowed him to strengthen his observation practices. “I know that a
weakness of mine is giving critical feedback when stepping into a classroom to observe” he
shared, “[especially] those in the middle who need little tweaks.” Working with a mentor
allowed him “to look at it differently and at how I can give better feedback and more specific
feedback.” Principal Christina Flowers leaned on a colleague to sharpen a skill she was already
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confident with: “I get really great feedback on being a strong communicator…then it seems like
every year there's one or two staff that will hit me on ‘is a great listener’, they give me a one.”
Capitalizing on the opportunity to us feedback from a critical colleague, Christina realized her
competence as a problem-solver may be getting in the way of being perceived as a good listener.
She recalls her colleague suggesting, “you know you're a smart administrator, you probably
foresee things way further than we do, but even if you know that something's going to work just
taking the time to say ‘Hey, that's a good thought, let's think that through a little bit more, we'll
come back to it and see what we can do with that, even if you know that it's not.’” These
reflections shared by participants demonstrate how transforming ways of knowing can support a
principal’s capacity for adaptive leadership, specifically through collegial inquiry.
Transforming Knowers Have Been Supported Through Collaborative Feedback
“I wasn't ready to be a principal,” Principal Don Chevrolet shared; “I had a bunch of
thoughts and theories, articles and books I had read, but no real knowledge and no real
application of the knowledge to know if anything would work. I tried a lot of stuff without taking
the time to build relationships, to work with people to make sure that they were committed to the
same things. I was committed but it was a major failure.” Don’s reflection is significant as it sets
the stage for a journey that allowed him to grow and transform as a leader. “I had a series of
really good administrators that allowed me the space to grow and opportunity to learn,” he
shared. However, one experience stood out among the rest, “an incredible program that hit at the
right time,” and one that would stretch his thinking and grow his leadership in ways he had never
experienced.
“I came into the interview and it immediately felt like home,” Principal Josh Foot
recalled as he began describing his current principalship. The community was great for his kids,
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and was the type of community his wife wanted to raise a family in. Soon after starting his new
job, however, he was made aware of a true adaptive challenge:
One of the things that kept coming up with almost everybody was the leadership team. You were
either on the side of ‘It's a really great thing that runs our organization’ or ‘It needs to be
revamped’. And if you were on the leadership team, you were over here saying it's great, we do
great things. Then over here is like, ‘They have way too much power’. And I realized over time
the school is really managed by the leadership team, but they were not leading. They were called
the leadership team, but they were the department chairs that had traditionally run the school.

Josh was faced with the adaptive challenge archetype of a “gap between espoused values and
behavior” (Heifetz et al., 2009). Fortunately, an opportunity would present itself that would
allow Josh the opportunity to receive timely and transforming feedback.
Coincidently, Don and Josh shared very similar stories receiving feedback through a
collaborative experience. Each attended an out-of-state workshop that focused on collaborative,
developmental feedback, an experience echoing the practice and purpose of convening for
growth as presented by Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018). Don and Josh both
described having to engage their faculty, direct supervisor, and fellow administrator in a
leadership survey designed to highlight areas of strengths and weakness in their principal. Not an
easy thing to subject yourself; however, it was not until they arrived at the workshop that they
were presented with the results of the survey. “It was like somebody died” Josh recalled, “I mean
people were almost depressed” at what they learned from this initial feedback. “But it's not
anything that's meant as a negative thing,” he continued, “and so you just got to kind of look at it
with open eyes.” The feedback didn’t stop there. “It was a 360-degree perspective on who I am
as a person and who I am as a leader;” Don described his experience:
They put me in situations where I had to work in a team and they videotape you for the week and
break down video with you in problem solving situations to see exactly what type of person you
are. You think that the goal is to solve a problem, but it really isn't; it's just to see how you come
up with decisions and how you arrived at it. They see every wart you have. It's like holding up
this great mirror to help figure out how to fix all those flaws that you might have.
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And the support continued. Don and Josh were connected with a mentor and invited to attend a
workshop the following year to receive feedback on growth they’d made towards reaching their
goals. As explained by Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018), “the goal of convening is not
necessarily to answer a particular question or come up with an immediate solution,” an outcome
Don described clearly in his reflection; “Rather, the objective is to carefully consider alternative
perspectives that can gently stretch our thinking, and to shed new light on the less conscious
aspects of our actions, assumptions, and sense making” (pp. 84-85). To this point, Josh and Don
each spoke of transforming nature their unique convening experiences provided.
Recall Josh’s adaptive challenge: excited for a new principalship in a community he
admired, but needing to address some entrenched thinking regarding his leadership team and
their role in the school. “I immediately started to try to work on building up their leadership
styles, making them more leaders,” he initially shared, “not bringing them little decisions but
[tasking them] to go back to your departments and come back to the next meeting with how that
conversation went to guide us in the right direction.’” He worked with his leadership team on
collaborating on school goals, looking at data, looking at standards, aligning assessments, and
creating a number of sub-committees to facilitate the work. However, the feedback Josh received
in the survey he administered to his staff before attending the workshop gave him a different
perspective to consider:
We were doing these goals, but the staff wasn't making the connection on how everything that we
were working on was connected. The [experience] really helped me to understand I need to be
clearer with the vision. How does it all relate together? Because up here relates, all together. It
makes sense to me, but everybody's looking at it like we're jumping from one thing to the next
without making that connection.

Armed with the power of feedback, Josh has been able to keep the vision at the center of all the
work he and his faculty engage in. It’s also opened him up to considering the perspective of other
stakeholders in his community. He is now ready to ask “How can we get the parent voice on how
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we are doing on the goals we are setting?”, acknowledging positioning his school as a complex
adaptive system “actually might help us in the long run.”
Recall Don’s adaptive challenge: eager to put into action all he had read and thought
about, but realizing he’d yet to develop the relationship skills to inspire people to follow him, yet
another example of a gap between espoused theory and behavior. “I had to accept the fact that
how I perceive myself and how my staff perceives me is different than the exception of my
superintendents I've had that's different from me,” he shared; “to accept that my perspective isn't
the only perspective of who I am.” A blind spot for Don had now become visible, his realization
of that transformation particularly insightful:
Probably the biggest understanding I walked away with is that education is a people business, and
when you're in a people business relationships have the most value of anything we're working
with. Understanding that I'm pretty closed off that way, but my staff need me to know that I value
them, that I care about who they are. I have to make that value for me as well. That's really
important to people, and in the business of education understanding the value of building those
relationships is important.

Don’s reflection speaks to his transforming way of knowing. His ability to hold onto multiple
perspectives, to “recognize his own meaning making is often different than colleagues,” and his
“want to grow and improve different aspects of himself” allow him to “manage tremendous
amounts of complexity” (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, p. 36, 2018). Predictably,
Principal Chevrolet’s approach to leadership both before and during the Covid-19 pandemic
closely aligned with characteristics of adaptive leadership.
These examples evoke foundational adaptive characteristic of abstract thinking. An
ability to “look continually into themselves in new ways, and recognize, grow, and challenge
those parts of their being that are still developing” allows school leaders to think both inwardly
and outwardly (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, p. 33, 2018). These reflections also suggest
the power of having a critical colleague. Whether it be a fellow administrator, a supervisor, or
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someone with less formal authority, the availability of a critical colleague to shine light on a
leader’s blind spot can be the necessary nudge needed for a self-authoring knower to grow into a
transforming knower, and a leader capable of effectively addressing adaptive challenges.
As suggested by Principal Terry Beard, “this pandemic has put every single challenge of
school leadership on steroids.” Yet leaders with a capacity for adaptive leadership rose to the
challenge. Experiences reflected in this study suggest leaders with transforming ways of
knowing were prepared to address adaptive challenges by adapting communications, fostering
new mindsets, and providing professional and emotional support during the health crisis. These
leaders shared to have received critical feedback in the past from a colleague, mentor or coach
that forced them to reconcile with aspects of their leadership style that were difficult to hear or
difficult to address. This mentorship allowed the leader to develop a strong understanding his or
her leadership style. Moreover, these leaders conveyed an appreciation for the development of
leaders around them and commitment to supporting the development of leadership capacities in
individuals and in teams before the pandemic. The stories shared by these highly adaptive
leaders highlighted how each leader’s journey ultimately reflected an emancipatory approach to
leadership, an alignment with an abstract orientation to adult learning theory, and therefore a
capacity to respond to the challenges presented by the pandemic with highly adaptive leadership.
As transforming knowers, these leaders demonstrated an openness to receiving feedback,
and used it as an opportunity “look continually into themselves in new ways, and recognize,
grow, and challenge those parts of their being that are still developing” (Drago-Severson &
Blum-DeStefano, p. 33, 2018). These reflections also suggest the power of having a critical
colleague. Whether that person be a fellow administrator, a supervisor, or someone with less
formal authority, the availability of a critical friend to shine light on a leader’s blind spot can be
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the necessary nudge needed for a self-authoring knower to grow into a transforming knower, and
a leader capable of effectively addressing adaptive challenges.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The circumstances of the pandemic presented a unique opportunity for adaptive
leadership to be studied. As explained by Grissom & Condon (2021), “crises often are isolated,
context-dependent events about which systematic information may not be recorded or readily
available” (p. 321). The Covid-19 pandemic, however, presented a shared experience by
administrators throughout the state, and a unique “opportunity to understand crisis leadership in
[Maine high schools] on a large scale” (Grissom & Condon, p. 321, 2021). Indeed, researchers
have emphasized the need for further investigation and development of adaptive leadership
practices in Maine public schools (Ackerman et al., 2018). This study seeks to extend that work.
As a qualitative phenomenological inquiry, this study examined how leadership
experiences before the Covid-19 pandemic informed the use of adaptive leadership practices by
high school principals in Maine to address challenges presented by school closures during the
spring and summer of the 2020 school year, specifically analyzed through the lens of
constructive development theory. An examination of this study’s findings suggests the
cultivation of adaptative leadership can better prepare school leaders to lead complex adaptive
systems through opportunities to grow their capacity for leadership and by training school
leaders in how to support the development of leadership in others throughout their organizations.
As the theoretical framework for this study focuses on the assertion adaptive leaders must have
characteristics of transforming ways of knowing (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2018),
much of the discussion for this research seeks to add to this connection.
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Leading Schools as Complex Adaptive Systems
As Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) assert, “Leadership models of the last century have been
products of top-down, bureaucratic paradigms, models eminently effective for an economy
premised on physical production but not well-suited for a more knowledge-oriented economy”
(p. 298). Public schools are characteristically knowledge-oriented organizations, yet continue to
operate bureaucratically through principles of physical production (Fidan & Balci, 2017; Wiley,
2019). In order to more properly align schools with their environment, leaders of schools must
move away from traditional, closed, bureaucratic systems if they are to meet current and future
adaptive challenges, a sentiment shared by Principal Doggins when critiquing traditional school
structures:
With traditional school hierarchies, the principal is the one key figure of the building who makes
the decisions. The assistant principal serves under that principalship and may assist with some
things but there’s one person running the ship. That’s one way to do it. I don’t think it can be
effective given the challenges of today. [The principal] needs leaders who can take on initiatives,
and give you that constructive feedback. It [hierarchies] may have worked 20 years ago, but given
the challenges that face schools today it’s too much for one person.

Supporting school leaders in understanding public education as a fluid and dynamic system may
allow for administrators to think differently about their job expectations, and their relationship to
the people they lead. Unfortunately, schools continue to find themselves unnecessarily restrained
by leadership structures lacking the flexibility and adaptive capacity necessary to effectively
support a knowledge-oriented environment.
One reason for this may reside in the enduring norms in what is considered strong school
leadership (Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski, 2002). Such norms continue to be emphasized in
administrator preparation programs, through practices passed on within organizations, and from
the omission of specific support for adaptive leadership in certification for school administration,
perpetuating bureaucratic school structures. Consequently, principals enter the profession with a
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strong understanding of how to manage a school, yet may lack the awareness of how to lead a
school community (Prado Tuma & Spillman, 2019). As participants of this study shared, courses
at the graduate level did little to prepare them to effectively address the challenges they faced
when they became an administrator. Christina Powers shared, “the degrees give you the
foundations, and the educational and research background, but they really don’t prepare you to
do the job because every job is different.” Administrators spoke more positively about their
internship experiences. Principal Gordon Skaits recalled, “having to make decisions and be in the
chair is something I know was beneficial for me. It forced me to have to make tough decisions.”
As an extension of this research, it may be worth considering having the internship for
administrators specifically include the facilitation of problem-solving work groups in order to
foster the development of transforming ways of knowing.
Another reason may be a lack of awareness of how to properly position a school to
function as a complex adaptive system. According to Dooley (1997), there tends to be a gap in
organizational behavior between how people perceive the state of the organization and the
organization’s actual state. In public education, this gap becomes evident when schools believe
themselves to be leading an open, knowledge-oriented school environment, yet be lacking the
necessary processes allowing them to operate as a truly adaptive system. As Dooley (1997)
asserts, organization failure can be described in part as a consequence for being structurally
misaligned with the environment. Adaptive leaders must be capable of sustaining these
processes.
To better illustrated this point, Figure 5.1 (below) returns to the Optimal Zone for
Adaptive Work. Schools operating at the far left of the diagram (Point A) can be described as
being characteristically non-linear and closed, with low levels of agency. These are schools that
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have remained bureaucratic in structure and therefore experience significant misalignment with
their environment. As closed systems, these schools fail because they are unable to effectively
respond to needs of their communities. Likewise, schools operating at the far right of Figure 5.1
(Point C) suffer from an excess of entropy without the means to process information. These
schools may suffer because they lack a clear, unified vision, lack effective communication, or
lack intentional feedback exchanges. Schools operating within the Optimal Zone for Adaptive
Change (Point B) are best able to capture the energy created from agency throughout the
organizations. These schools see themselves as knowledge-based institutions and are properly
aligned with their environment. As a result, they are able to sustain and operationalize feedback
flowing from within and from outside the organization.

Figure 5.1
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Each of the adaptive leaders in this study shared experiences moving beyond the
traditional expectations of their position and learned to respond to challenges with leadership
rather than authority (Heifetz, 1994). With attention, adaptive leadership is a skill set that could

93

be better supported in programs designed to prepare administrators to lead complex adaptive
systems. Heifetz et al. (2009) reminds us “leading adaptive change requires you to step beyond
your default behaviors into an unknown situation and to learn something new” (p. 252). While
some of the participants in this study made that shift beforehand, the pandemic forced all school
leaders to grapple with the unknown and to learn new ways of leading, communicating, and
supporting teachers, students and families. As Principal Josh Foot admits,
This was a situation that I didn't necessarily have an answer. It's okay. I think I’ve always
felt like as the building principal I need to have the right answer when I go into a leadership team
meeting. Last summer, there was no right answer, so it's like you’ve got to let down your guard a
little bit and say guys, ‘we really need to troubleshoot this because I don't know. I pounded this
against up against my head so long, I honestly don't have the right answer, so let's flush it out and
have those conversations’.

From a more traditional perspective, Josh’s acknowledgement that he didn’t have the answers
may be considered a sign of weakness. However, when considered through an adaptive
leadership lens Josh’s honesty opened the door for more people to have a voice in how the
school was going to respond the crisis. Although not confident in the solutions to the problems,
Josh was leading with confidence by leveraging a culture that was prepared to act.
Receiving Feedback as a Catalyst for Leadership Development
Another reason why a school may find itself unable to effectively respond to complex
problems may be connected to their leader’s way of knowing, or how they make meaning of
their environment (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2018). Based on Kegan’s (1982)
cognitive development theory, adults will make meaning of their world based on four ways of
knowing. To summarize, instrumental knowers will seek adherence to rules and will be
motivated by self-interest when presented with a challenge. Socializing knowers will lean on
their feelings and the acceptance by others when challenged, and will be guided by the opinions
of people they respect. Self-authoring knowers are better able to negotiate conflict and will
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respond to challenges by reflecting their own strong sense of values and principles. Finally,
transforming knowers will be able to negotiate even greater conflict, and will use the experience
as an opportunity to critique their own values and principles in response to feedback they receive
from their environment (Drago-Severson, 2009). According to Drago-Severson & BlumDeStefano (2018), adults continue “learn, grow, and develop [into] adulthood…in qualitatively
different stages” (p. 24). Just as an understanding of Piaget’s Child Development Theory enables
teachers to more intentionally support their students in the classroom, an understanding of
Kegan’s Cognitive Development Theory (1982) and Drago-Severson’s Ways of Knowing (2009)
can help educational leaders more intentionally support the growth of those they are charged to
lead.
An understanding of Cognitive Development Theory and Ways of Knowing is critical to
the development of adaptive leaders. As Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018) suggest,
“transformational leadership is important when it comes to meeting the adaptive (italics in
original source) challenges in our work and lives, such as making sense of complex and
sometimes contradictory demands and perspectives…beyond our own comfort levels, and
supporting and honoring an increasingly diverse group of students, colleagues, and constituent
who may all understand and see things in different ways” (p. 22). As leaders of knowledge-based
organizations, school administrators are routinely asked to respond to adaptive challenges that
present a number of contradictory demands and perspectives (Ackerman et al. 2018, DragoSeverson & Blum-DeStefano, 2018). Supporting a leader’s growth towards a transforming way
of knowing can be considered a means to building and maintaining a capacity for adaptive
leadership.
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Transforming ways of knowing can be fostered through opportunities to process critical
feedback about one’s leadership. Principals in this study who shared experiences receiving
critical feedback from a trusted mentor, coach, or colleague for personal growth expressed the
transforming power of having certain dispositions or attitudes exposed that were limiting their
effectiveness as a leader. Addressing these blind spots was not easy for these leaders; however, it
allowed them to move from a self-authoring knower to more of a transforming knower who
could better “understand how people think and feel about complex issues…explore
paradoxes…and help build bridges” (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, p. 33, 2018).
Developing Leadership in Others
The defining characteristic emerging from this study of highly adaptive leaders is their
intentional development of the leaders around them. As Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski (2002)
remind us, “there are many qualified people under the schoolhouse roof who want and need to be
involved in leadership work” (p. 132). As leaders of complex adaptive systems, and of
knowledge-based organizations, principals in this study demonstrated to be “actively involved in
helping grow their own leaders to do that work (Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski, p. 132, 2002)
Heifetz et al. (2009) agrees, stating “people learn to lead on the job, [and leaders] who made a
real commitment to individualized leadership development give their employees a clear sense of
their own potential” (p. 170). That collective potential allows for schools to operate as complex
adaptive systems, to meet the needs of a diverse group within and outside the building, and to
situate itself as an organization that can respond to complex challenges, some of which may be
unpredictable and demand new ways of understanding how the school is positioned within a
community.
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Adaptive leaders in this study were also comfortable working within the grey areas of a
challenge as a way to “tease out the unacknowledged differences in perspectives” (DragoSeverson, Blum-DeStefano, 2018; Heifetz et al., 2009, 2009). They specifically used teaming to
orchestrate conflict before the pandemic, allowing their groups formative experiences they would
rely on during the pandemic. Highly adaptive leaders reported to have done this by tasking their
teams with engaging in the messy stuffy such as analyzing student achievement data, and
grappling with the implications of their own leadership styles. Supported through trust, safety
and respect for one another, these laboratories for experimentation allowed adaptive teams the
necessary experience needed to confidently address the complexities of the pandemic (Heifetz et
al. 2009). As Principal Josh Foot shared, “a lot of the work we did before Covid on developing
the department chairs as leaders really helped last summer [during Covid] even though you kind
of had to break down some of that managerial stuff that they did. Allowing them to be leaders
while being managers at the same time is leadership.”
Leaders lacking experiences working through critical feedback are less likely to have
transforming ways of knowing (Drago-Severson, 2010). Due to the high stakes of the profession,
these leaders may insulate themselves from the interference in what they believed to be the right
course of action, relying on formal authority to carry out responsibilities rather than informal
authority. To be clear, these leaders who rely on formal authority can be successful. They
develop strategies to address needs, organize resources to support those with needs, and
communicate with confidence throughout crisis. However, they are unable to lead through
adaptive leadership because they are unable to develop those around them. Consequently, the
leaders often manage traditional, reactive, and dynamic organizations (See Figure 5.2). Adaptive
leaders facilitate complex adaptive systems, and shared stories of cultivating collaborative
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cultures and collective leadership before and during the pandemic. In doing so they were able to
lean on the leadership of others to help guide faculty, students, and families through the
transition to remote learning and reopening their buildings for an unfamiliar school year.

Figure 5.2
Influence of Cognitive Development and Adaptive Leadership on Organizational Systems
(Illustrates the emergence of organizational systems from the intersection of Cognitive
Development Theory and Adaptive Leadership Theory)

The Weight of Adaptive Leadership
Adaptive leadership is not easy. It demands all of you; your mind, your body and your
heart. As an adaptive leader, you are asked to harness your own ego, to dismiss your appetite for
recognition, yet be always prepared to provide for the needs of others. As Heifetz (1994)
suggests, this can be difficult for leaders, especially in circumstances where things may not be
working to plan, or people around you are not recognizing what you bring to the table. It also
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runs contrary to the types of leadership styles most associated with hierarchical organizational
structures. Because they are so attuned to the social-emotional needs of their team, school, and
community, adaptive leaders run the risk of “carrying other people’s water” (Heifetz et al., 2009,
p. 203). A self-identified adaptive leader, Principal Andrea Prince shared this poignant
reflection:
I was reading something this fall about when you take on all that worry, you become just
saturated with you know, I'm saturated with worry. I guess, and so I had to say, Okay stop, I'm
out. I needed to take a step back from that. I couldn't just hold all their worries, that wasn't good
for me. And both my own emotion, but then physically. At one point my back is aching but when
the stress level went down someone said to me, ‘Your shoulders just dropped’. It was like, Oh I
didn't realize how much I was carrying on my shoulders. I was carrying a lot. And so that really
became an eye opener, I guess, to make sure that the care and attention to the well-being of my
people but also for myself was important.

Adaptive leaders must be able to recognize their own limitations as to not burn themselves out.
The adaptive leader need not shoulder all the weight that comes with moving a school. By
investing in others and building their capacity to lead, the challenges and burdens of leadership
can be shared and displaced, rather than resting squarely on the shoulders of any one individual.
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CHAPTER 6
IMPLICATIONS
An adaptive approach to leadership allowed high school administrators in Maine to
respond to the many complex challenges created by the pandemic with confidence. By engaging
their leadership teams in the decision-making process and leveraging teachers’ expertise for
professional development, adaptive leaders were able to create a sense of shared ownership in
how their schools navigated the spring of 2020 and subsequent plans to reopen. This research has
implications for administrative practice, state and local policy development, school curriculum,
and may inform further studies addressing adaptive leadership in public education.
Implications for Administrative Practice
Many of the personal stories shared for this study speak to the professional growth school
leaders may realize when given the opportunity to experience and process critical feedback from
a trusted colleague, mentor or coach. We know school leadership can be an isolated profession.
We also understand the increasing responsibilities being placed upon school leaders. Fostering
adaptive cultures in school communities may allow administrators to feel more authentically
connected to their faculty and stakeholders, allowing for the confidence to empower others and
share responsibilities, and open up opportunities for leadership growth through informal and
formal feedback. In what follows, three administrative practices are suggested for creating more
adaptive cultures: applying a developmental approach to teaming, creating cultures for leadership
growth through reflection and critical feedback, and creating open, decentralized organizational
systems.
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Administrator Training on Constructive Development Theory
As already explored, cognitive development continues throughout adulthood (DragoSeverson, 2009; Kegan, 1982). By engaging professionals in supportive and reflective
environments that are rich in feedback, and by understanding the different ways in which adults
orient to challenging situations, school leaders can increase the collective cognitive capacity in
schools (Drago-Severson, 2009), allowing them to better operate as adaptive cultures. The results
of this study suggest teaming to be an existing practice where a developmental approach could
be naturally applied.
In order for school leaders to leverage teaming for cognitive development, administrators
would benefit from training on cognitive development theory. For aspiring administrators, this
could be accomplished through graduate work as part of the school administrator certification
process at the Master’s level, whereas practicing administrators could be provided training
through various professional development opportunities offered by the State of Maine
Department of Education. Existing mentorship programs or leadership institutes should also be
evaluated for the inclusion of developmental approaches to administrator growth, such Cognitive
Development Theory.
Superintendent Support through Cultures of Convening
As evident from the testimonials shared by Maine principals, the relationship between a
principal and superintendent is an important component to organizational health and success.
The superintended was reported to be the person from which high school administrators in this
study often received critical feedback. This is an important dynamic to note as it suggests the
superintendent has the ability to directly influence the growth of administrators.
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As adaptive capacities are most likely to be found in transforming knowers,
superintendents should look to intentionally support their leaders’ growth towards this way of
knowing and leading. The practice of convening (Drago-Severson & Blum-Destefano, 2018)
could be used by superintendents to create an adaptive culture of collegial inquiry. DragoSeverson and Blum-DeStefano (2018) describe this practice as “a collaborative, developmental,
and case-based approach to examining problems of practice” through which participants share
“rich descriptions of a challenge, as well as their thinking and feeling during the event” (p. 84).
In this setting, participating colleagues provide feedback as way to broaden the principal’s
perspectives and make visible certain blind spots that may be limiting growth. When done well,
this approach may allow leaders to grow into more complex ways of knowing, and provide the
insight and confidence needed for administrators to lead through more adaptive approaches.
Leveraging Open Systems to Improve Future Outcomes
As suggested by Principal Terry Beard, the complexity of challenges administrators must
respond to are too difficult to be addressed by a single person. Principals, therefore, would be
better served to run more open, decentralized organizational systems in order to harness the
expertise of those within the organization and outside the school. Adaptive leaders in this study
who ran open, decentralized systems included the voice of experts within the organization and
empowered them to lead before and during the Covid-19 crisis. These leaders also created
feedback loops extending outside the organization in order to gather information to better
understand conditions effecting their schools. Leaders who continue to run traditional, closed
systems risk not allowing the organization to adapt to an ever-changing socio-political
educational landscape.
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School leaders will continue to face adaptive challenges well after the end of the Covid19 pandemic. These challenges will be comprehensive, presenting in the form of economic,
political, socio-cultural, and educational concerns, and requiring school leaders to confidently
interact with stakeholders having conflicting perspectives and beliefs. Indeed, responding to
these challenges will require cycles of feedback within the school itself that extend out to the
greater school community. Principals of public schools would benefit from applying an open
systems model to their communication structure to help formalize feedback exchanges between
the school and community (Gurr et al., 2021; Prado Tuma & Spillman, 2019).
Implications for School and State Policy
The stories and reflections shared by principals in this study suggest implications for
district and state policy. Aspiring, emerging and veteran administrators would greatly benefit
from having policies written to reflect a developmental model for professional growth. In
addition, revising district policies to better reflect the complex adaptive nature of public
education would encourage school leaders to look beyond their buildings and consider the school
community as an open system. Finally, changes at the university level may better inform aspiring
and emerging leader to consider schools as open systems, and support the development of
adaptive leadership skills complimentary to the systems administrators will be tasked to lead.
District policies around supervision of administrators should be evaluated to ensure they
emphasized the development of application of adaptive leadership capacities. Such a policy
change would help facilitate the paradigm shift needed to change how expectations of the
profession are perceived by people within education and stakeholders outside of education. To
achieve this, districts may consider creating a more reflective culture by providing opportunities

103

throughout the year for people in various leadership roles to engage in collegial inquiry with
internal and external stakeholders (Drago-Severson et al, 2013).
The Covid-19 crisis placed unprecedented pressure and responsibility on local districts to
determine how to best support teachers, students and families throughout the pandemic.
Although financial support was provided through national and state legislation, school districts
were tasked with processing how to most effectively utilize and prioritize these supports. In a
state espousing the values of local control (Donaldson, 2014), it is imperative for local school
leaders in Maine to create organizational structures allowing for decisions to be made at the local
level. The findings of this study suggest high school administrators were forced to respond to
such decisions during the pandemic, and did so using adaptive leadership approaches. More open
systems capable of engaging stakeholders within and outside the physical confines of the school
could be harnessed to better address future complex adaptive problems.
Implications for School Curriculum and Pedagogy
Curriculum and pedagogy are additional areas adaptive school leaders could leverage to
increase the adaptive capacity of a school, specifically through the incorporation of pedagogical
practices that align with characteristics of complex adaptive systems. This could be achieved in a
variety of ways. At the building level, schools may provide opportunities to demonstrate learning
through less tradition avenues such as internships, apprenticeships, or dual enrollment. Each of
these opportunities increases collaboration between the school and external stakeholders
(businesses, universities, etc.). At the classroom level, teachers may seek to incorporate the
expertise of outside professionals to supplement instruction. Traditional field trips are a timehonored approach; however, the emergence of video conferencing may serve as a revolutionary
technology for teachers looking to broaden their access to experts in the field, especially for
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schools in rural and low-income areas. Finally, students would benefit from opportunities to
engage in authentic learning experiences requiring them to learn from experts in the field and
share their learning with interested stakeholders outside the classroom. Such an experience
would demand shifts in pedagogy at the classroom level, and support from school leaders at the
building level.
Project-based learning (PjBL) is an example of a teaching method adaptive school leaders
could support that reflects the characteristics of complex adaptive systems. In a meta-analysis of
30 studies comparing the academic achievement of PjBL to traditional instruction, Chen & Yang
(2017) describe PjBL as “a systematic teaching and learning method, which engages students in
complex, real-world tasks that result in a product or presentation to an audience, enabling them
to acquire knowledge and life-enhancing skills” (p. 71). Based on this description, successful
implementation of PjBL requires a capacity for adaptive leadership. First and foremost, adaptive
school leaders must create an environment where teachers feel safe to take professional risks and
students are encouraged engage in learning that extends beyond the classroom and the school.
Such an endeavor requires a systemic shift in the mindsets of teachers, students, parents, and
school community. The adaptive leader can support such an environment by demonstrating the
ability to 1) distinguish between the technical and adaptive challenges associated with supporting
PjBL, 2) regulating the distress associated with adopting PjBL as a new instructional method, 3)
engaging and supporting those most closely connected with the implementation of PjBL, and 4)
protecting early adopters from the potential criticisms that inevitably come with piloting new
practices in public education (Heifetz et al., 2009).
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Implications for Further Research
The research questions for this study focused on the experiences and reflections of high
school principals and leaned exclusively on a qualitative methodology. High school
administrators were selected using a snowball sampling method in order to specifically target
potential participants with adaptive leadership qualities. While this method was successful in
recruiting the targeted sample size, the study was limited by the chosen approach. A future study
would benefit from implementing an initial survey specifically designed to identify adaptive
leaders in Maine. Expanding the scope of the focus group to include administrators of
elementary and middle schools would increase the generalizability of the study. Learning from
high school administrators who have been develop adaptive approaches in these environments
was of particular interest to the researcher; however, more can be learned about adaptive
leadership by including administrators from all levels of education.
While the methodology for this study provided rich and meaningful accounts of their
experiences, a mixed methodology that included a quantitative component would strengthen this
study. For example, demographic data used in this study could be extrapolated over the larger
sample set to look for patters related to years of experience, gender and rurality. A larger sample
set would allow for more interesting quantitative analysis. Survey questions could also be refined
to better quantify levels of confidence with adaptive approaches, or to help determine in what
instances adaptive leaders find themselves leading through adaptive work. Moreover, the topic of
this study could be better understood by including other stakeholders as points of inquiry.
Finally, future studies would benefit greatly by seeking to understand the relationship
between the school and its community. Adaptive leadership differs from other forms of
leadership styles in that they consider their organization as open systems. To that end, adaptive
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organizations are constantly providing and processing information from internal and external
players. Studying the specific ways school leaders are able to gather, process and operationalize
information from their surrounding environment would help the profession better understand the
practice of adaptive school leadership.
Conclusion
The Covid-19 pandemic created similar circumstances for Maine high school
administrators throughout the State of Maine. These circumstances manifested in challenges
around remote learning, internet and broadband coverage, and social-emotional needs unique to
each school district. In this way, the pandemic forced Maine school leaders to consider the
realities of local control as a governing political principle. Based on the stories told, it is
recommended school districts learn from the pandemic by intentionally addressing the
limitations of traditional, bureaucratic organizational school structures.
Maine schools would be better positioned to serve their communities operating as
complex adaptive systems. As suggested by Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2018),
administrators with a transforming way of knowing and leading are best positioned to foster
adaptive cultures. Those with influence on the development of school leaders (i.e. universities,
state funded professional development, district superintendents) can support transforming ways
of knowing through practices reflecting a cognitive developmental approach. Schools would also
be better positioned to operate as complex adaptive systems by considering areas of operation
where authority and decision-making can be distributed throughout the organization as to
leverage the voice and expertise of as many people as possible.
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Reflection: My Growth as a Scholarly Practitioner
After earning my Master’s degree online and working as an assistant principal for a
couple of years I decided I wanted to challenge myself by pursuing a doctoral degree in
educational leadership. An in-person, cohort experience was a significant factor in where I was
going to apply, so I was excited when an opportunity presented itself to join the University of
Maine EdD program. I was extremely nervous joining the cohort. Many of the cohort members
either worked together or had recently earned their Master’s degree together, whereas my
graduate experience had been exclusively online. Mostly, I was nervous because I did not think I
truly belonged in a doctoral program. I was overwhelmed by imposter syndrome and it impacted
my confidence. However, I had chosen the traditional cohort experience specifically to challenge
myself academically improve my communication skills.
Society changed dramatically in the time I spent pursing my EdD. Two years into the
program the world entered a pandemic that continues at the time this study was published, the
murder of George Floyd in the Summer of 2020 sparked racial tensions that continue to impact
and influence communities and institutions throughout the nation, and the polarization of sociopolitical issues manifested in community conflict over masking, social-distancing, quarantine
policies, vaccinations, the allocation of federal and state emergency funds, the teaching of
American history, and the degree to which gender identity should be discussed in public schools.
Each of these forces alone presents a significant challenge for public education; together they
represent a crucible that seems to be shaking education to its very core. Having a consistent
connection to colleagues who were leading through the same daunting challenges was
invaluable. The cohort was a place I could count on throughout the pandemic as trusted group
with whom I could share my thoughts, concerns, and frustrations.
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Along with collegial support, my experience in the EdD cohort pushed me to develop as a
scholarly practitioner. My appetite for reading about educational leadership was a relative
strength as I entered the program; however, I had never seriously considered making my own
contribution to the field. The dissertation process challenged me to do so. Conducting research
on adaptive leadership during such a tumultuous time proved to be a rewarding and timely
experience. Not only I was able to study my dissertation topic and conduct research around a
topic I’ve become passionate about, I was able to simultaneously apply lessons learned from my
research to situations impacting me in my own profession. It was an authentic representation of
the concept of observing from the balcony and being present on the practice field (Heifetz et al.,
2009). My qualitative research allowed me access to a variety of practitioners in my field with
unique experiences to share and perspectives that sometimes challenged my own beliefs about
leadership. I’m proud to have had the opportunity to tell their stories in a way that captures such
a significant and historic moment in history, and in a way I believe advances the research of
adaptive leadership in education.
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Appendix A
Letter of Informed Consent
University of Maine
CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH
Project Title: Leadership During the Covid-19 Crisis
Principal Investigator: Ryan Crane is an EdD candidate, University of Maine under the
direction of Dr. Catherine Biddle, Associate Professor of Educational Leadership, University of
Maine.
Introduction:
Why is this study being done?
• The purpose of this study is to learn how high school administrators in Maine used
principles of adaptive leadership to respond to the complex challenges presented by the
Covid-19 pandemic. The reflections provided by participants will be used to analyze for
conditions supportive of adaptive leadership as well as for how adaptive leadership
theory can be used in practice.
Who will be in this study?
• 10 High School principals who have been recommended by their superintendent or other
principals for their use of adaptive leadership.
What will I be asked to do?
• Participants are asked to share their experiences through a 60 minute interview via
Zoom.
What are the possible risks of taking part in this study and how will privacy be protected?
• The risks associated with participating in this study are moderate, particularly around
confidentiality.
• Although absolute confidentiality is cannot be guaranteed, the names of participants will
not be used in any reports resulting from this study. Also, demographic and geographic
information will be modified to provide further protections for all participants.
• The results of this study will be used in support of completing a dissertation through the
University of Maine. If successful, the dissertation will be published and made available
online.
What are the possible benefits of taking part of this study?
• There may be benefits for school districts to learn from the experiences of adaptive
leaders in Maine and how they led during the Covid crisis.
• Districts looking to invest in leadership development may learn from the experiences of
the participants to better create the conditions and culture for leadership development.
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What are my rights as a research participant?
• Your participation is voluntary.
• The Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection of Human Subjects at the
University of Maine has reviewed the the use of human subjects in this research.
Whom may I contact with Questions?
• The researcher conducting this study is Ryan Crane, Ed.D. candidate, University of
Maine under the direction of dissertation advisor Catherine Biddle, PhD, Professor of
Educational Leadership, University of Maine.
Will I receive a copy of this consent form?
• You may print/keep a copy of this consent form
I understand the above description of the research and the risks and benefits associated
with my participation as a research subject. I understand that by participating in the
interviews I agree to take part in this research.
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Appendix B
Semi-Structured Interview Questions
Part I
Leadership Education
• Describe how your educational experiences (college courses and beyond) have impacted
you as an educational leader.
o What are your most distinct memories of your graduate work? What were your
biggest takeaways from your graduate work as it relates to your role as an
educational leader?
Leadership Training
• Talk about types of training you’ve received in your career you feel has informed your
leadership style.
o What was it about these training experiences that had such an impact on you?
Leadership Development
• Who would you point to and trust as a mentor, or mentors, in your development as a
leader?
o What types of support have these people been able to provide you as you
developed as a leader?
Leadership Identity
• Describe yourself as a leader. What type of leadership style to feel you lead through?
o How do you want your faculty and staff to see you?
• How and in what ways do you identify with addressing social and professional inequities
in your faculty through your leadership?
• What are the major pressing social issues in your faculty you see yourself needing to
address in your school as a leader?
Part II
Challenges Presented by the Crisis
•

Take yourself to the closure of school on March 13th, 2020. What challenges do you
recall were easiest to address? Which were the most difficult? How did you address
them?

•

High school graduations during the pandemic were particularly challenging for school
leaders. How did your school process and work through these challenges?
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•

Now, please talk about how you addressed the challenge of reopening your school. What
challenges were the easiest to overcome? Which were the most difficult? Why and how
did you address them?

Leading in Crisis
•

How did you approach responding to the emotional and professional concerns raised by
your teachers, students and families?

•

What do you believe allowed you to be successful in addressing the challenges you
faced? What supports did you lean on? What experiences from your past, professionally
and educationally, allowed for your success?
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